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Chapter 1 

Before You Begin: What Credit Repair Can and Cannot Do 
Credit repair is not about finding a magic letter, secret loophole, or company that can erase every negative account 
from your credit reports. 

Credit repair is the process of reviewing your consumer reports, identifying information that may be inaccurate, 
incomplete, outdated, fraudulent, or unverifiable, and taking the proper steps to challenge that information. 

It also includes rebuilding your credit through responsible financial habits, protecting your identity, and learning 
how to respond when creditors, debt collectors, landlords, or reporting agencies make mistakes. 

The goal is not to create a perfect credit profile overnight. The goal is to understand what is being reported about 
you, correct errors when possible, and build a stronger financial profile over time. 

What credit repair can help you do 

Credit repair may help you: 

• Find errors on your credit reports 
• Challenge accounts that do not belong to you 
• Correct inaccurate balances, dates, payment histories, or account statuses 
• Address identity-theft accounts 
• Dispute duplicate accounts 
• Challenge information that is incomplete or cannot be verified 
• Review eviction and tenant-screening reports 
• Review banking reports such as ChexSystems 
• Protect your reports with freezes or fraud alerts 
• Understand your rights when dealing with debt collectors 
• Respond properly if a creditor or collector files a lawsuit 
• Create a plan to rebuild your credit with primary accounts 
• Reduce credit-card utilization 
• Establish consistent payment habits 

What credit repair cannot promise 

No person, company, letter, or software can legally guarantee that accurate negative information will be removed 
from your reports. 

Credit repair cannot guarantee: 

• A specific credit score 
• Approval for a credit card, loan, apartment, or mortgage 
• Removal of accurate negative information 
• Removal of a legitimate bankruptcy 
• Removal of a valid repossession or collection 
• A specific timeline for improvement 
• That every dispute will be successful 
• That a credit bureau will make the change you requested 

If information is accurate, complete, current, and properly verified, it may remain on your report for the legally 
permitted reporting period. 
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That does not mean you are stuck forever. Negative information becomes less important as it ages, and positive 
payment history can help strengthen your profile over time. 

Disputing information is not the same as denying debt 

A dispute should be based on a real concern about the information being reported. 

You may dispute information because: 

• The account does not belong to you 
• The account resulted from identity theft 
• The balance is incorrect 
• The account is being reported more than once 
• The payment history is wrong 
• The date of first delinquency is inaccurate 
• The account was reported after the allowed reporting period 
• The account was paid or settled but is being reported incorrectly 
• The account belongs to someone with a similar name or Social Security number 
• The furnisher cannot verify the information 
• The account is incomplete or missing important details 

A dispute is not meant to be used simply because you do not like the account or because you want a temporary 
score increase. 

False disputes can delay the process, weaken your credibility, and create additional problems. The strongest 
disputes are specific, organized, and supported by documentation. 

Credit repair and credit rebuilding are different 

Credit repair focuses on reviewing and challenging information. 

Credit rebuilding focuses on creating new positive information. 

You may need both. 

For example, a person may dispute an inaccurate collection account while also: 

• Opening a secured credit card 
• Making every payment on time 
• Keeping balances low 
• Paying before the statement closing date 
• Avoiding unnecessary applications 
• Monitoring reports for changes 
• Building a stronger mix of primary accounts 

Removing an error may help, but rebuilding requires consistent habits after the error is addressed. 

Your results may be different from someone else’s 

Two people can send similar disputes and receive different results. 

Results may depend on: 

• The type of account 
• The accuracy of the information 
• The documentation available 
• How the account was reported 
• Whether the information can be verified 
• Which bureau is reporting it 
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• The company that furnished the information 
• State and federal laws that apply 
• The person’s individual circumstances 

The fact that a strategy worked for one person does not mean it will work for everyone. 

This guide will explain strategies that consumers may use, but it will not promise a specific outcome. 

What this guide is designed to do 

This guide is designed to help you become more informed and organized. 

You will learn how to: 

1. Find your reports. 

2. Review the information being reported. 

3. Identify possible errors. 

4. Gather supporting documents. 

5. Submit appropriate disputes. 

6. Track your communications and deadlines. 

7. Escalate concerns when necessary. 

8. Protect your consumer information. 

9. Rebuild your credit with better habits. 

10. Know when you may need legal or professional assistance. 

You do not have to understand everything at once. Start with one report, one issue, and one action step at a time. 

Important disclaimer 

This ebook is for educational and informational purposes only. It is not legal, financial, tax, credit-repair, or debt-
relief advice. It does not create an attorney-client relationship. 

Laws, deadlines, reporting practices, and consumer protections may vary by state and may change over time. 
Always verify current requirements with the appropriate government agency, court, credit reporting company, 
creditor, or qualified attorney. 

No result is guaranteed. This guide does not promise the removal of negative information, an increase in credit 
score, approval for credit or housing, debt forgiveness, or payment from a creditor, collector, or reporting agency. 

If you are being sued, facing garnishment, dealing with bankruptcy, or handling identity theft, consider speaking 
with a qualified attorney or legal aid organization. 

Chapter 1 takeaway 
Credit repair is not about pretending that valid debts do not exist. It is about making sure the information connected 
to your identity is accurate, complete, properly reported, and legally handled while you build healthier credit habits 
moving forward. 
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Chapter 2 

How Credit Reports and Scores Work 
Before you can rebuild your credit, you need to understand the difference between a credit report and a credit score. 

They are connected, but they are not the same thing. 

What is a credit report? 

A credit report is a record of information about your credit history. It may include: 

• Your name and addresses 
• Employers 
• Credit cards and loans 
• Payment history 
• Account balances 
• Credit limits 
• Collections 
• Charge-offs 
• Repossessions 
• Bankruptcies 
• Credit inquiries 
• Accounts that were closed 
• Public-record information, depending on the reporting company 

Credit reports are created by consumer reporting companies. The three nationwide credit reporting companies most 
people know are: 

• Equifax 
• Experian 
• TransUnion 

Your reports may not be identical. A creditor may report to one, two, or all three bureaus. The information may also 
update at different times. 

That is why you should review all three reports instead of assuming one report tells the complete story. 

What is a credit score? 

A credit score is a number calculated from information in a credit report. Lenders and other businesses may use 
scores to help evaluate how likely you are to repay money or meet a financial obligation. 

Your score can affect: 

• Interest rates 
• Credit limits 
• Loan approvals 
• Insurance pricing 
• Apartment approvals 
• Security deposits 
• Utility deposits 
• Some employment decisions 
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A score is not a complete picture of your character, income, or financial future. It is a calculation based on the 
information available in a particular report at a particular time. 

Why you may have more than one credit score 

There is not one single credit score. 

Different companies use different scoring models. The most common scoring models consumers hear about are 
FICO and VantageScore. 

Even within FICO, there are different versions used for: 

• Credit cards 
• Auto loans 
• Mortgages 
• Personal loans 
• Different industries 
• Different generations of scoring models 

This means the score you see in an app may not be the exact score a lender uses. 

A lender may also use information from a different credit bureau than the one shown in your app. 

Do not panic if two scores are different. The important question is whether the information being used to calculate 
those scores is accurate. 

What affects your score? 

Scoring models may weigh information differently, but the following factors generally matter: 

Payment history 

Payment history shows whether you paid accounts on time. 

Late payments can have a significant effect, especially when they are: 

• Recent 
• Severe 
• Repeated 
• Reported across multiple accounts 

A 30-day late payment is different from a 60-day, 90-day, or 120-day late payment. The longer an account remains 
unpaid, the more serious the delinquency may become. 

The best rebuilding strategy is to prevent new late payments. Set up reminders, autopay, or another system that 
helps you pay on time. 

Credit utilization 

Credit utilization is the amount of revolving credit you are using compared with your credit limits. 

For example, if your credit card limit is $1,000 and the balance reported is $300, your utilization is 30%. 

Keeping balances low can help your scores. Many people aim to keep reported utilization below 10%, and some 
target below 5% when preparing for an application. 

Utilization can change quickly because credit-card balances are usually reported monthly. A score may improve 
after a balance is lowered, but it may decrease again if a higher balance is reported the next month. 

Age of accounts 

Scoring models may consider how long you have had credit accounts. 
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Older accounts can contribute to the age of your credit history. This is one reason you should think carefully before 
closing an older account, especially if it has no annual fee and can be managed responsibly. 

Never keep an account open if it creates fees or financial stress simply to protect its age. 

Credit mix 

Credit mix refers to the different types of credit in your profile, such as revolving accounts and installment loans. 

You do not need to open accounts you do not need just to create a certain mix. Applying for unnecessary credit can 
create inquiries, new accounts, and additional debt. 

New applications and inquiries 

When you apply for credit, a lender may make a hard inquiry. Too many applications within a short period can 
make you appear riskier to some lenders. 

Do not apply for multiple accounts just because you receive preapproval advertisements. Read the terms and apply 
only when the account fits your plan. 

The difference between a hard inquiry and a soft inquiry 

A hard inquiry may appear when you apply for credit and the lender reviews your report as part of the application 
process. 

A soft inquiry may occur when: 

• You check your own credit 
• A company prequalifies you 
• An existing creditor reviews your account 
• An employer checks your report with permission 

Checking your own credit does not hurt your score. You should review your reports regularly while rebuilding. 

Why balances and payment dates can be confusing 

Your payment due date and your statement closing date are not always the same. 

• The payment due date is when your payment must be received to avoid being late. 
• The statement closing date is when the billing cycle ends and the statement balance is calculated. 

A card issuer may report the balance shown around the statement closing date. Therefore, you can pay on time and 
still have a high balance reported if you wait until after the statement closes to make your payment. 

A common strategy is to pay part or all of the balance before the statement closing date while still making at least 
the required payment by the due date. 

Always confirm the dates with your card issuer because they may vary. 

What credit scores do not show 

A credit score does not show everything about your financial life. 

It may not fully show: 

• Your income 
• Your savings 
• Your employment stability 
• Your rent payment history 
• Your utility payment history 
• Your personal financial goals 
• Your ability to afford a new payment 
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A high score does not automatically mean you can afford more debt. A lower score does not mean you cannot 
improve. 

Chapter 2 takeaway 
Your credit report contains the information. Your credit score is calculated from that information. 

To rebuild effectively, focus on: 

• Accurate reports 
• On-time payments 
• Low revolving balances 
• Careful applications 
• Responsible primary accounts 
• Regular monitoring 

Do not chase a score without understanding what is being reported. Start by learning what is on your reports, 
because that information is the foundation of your credit profile. 
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Chapter 3 

Getting All of Your Consumer Reports 
You cannot fix what you have not reviewed. 

Most people only check the credit score shown in an app. That is not enough. A score usually gives you a number, 
but the credit report shows the information creating that number. 

You should review your major credit reports and the specialty reports that may affect your banking, housing, 
utilities, or identity. 

Start with the three nationwide credit reports 

The three major nationwide credit reporting companies are: 

• Equifax 
• Experian 
• TransUnion 

Request your reports through AnnualCreditReport.com, the federally authorized source for free credit reports. 

Be careful when searching online. Many websites offer “free” reports but require a trial membership, payment 
information, or a subscription. Always confirm that you are using the official website. 

You may also request reports directly from Equifax, Experian, and TransUnion. 

What to save when you receive your reports 

Save a complete copy of each report, including: 

• Your name and identifying information 
• Account names and numbers 
• Account status 
• Balances 
• Credit limits 
• Payment history 
• Dates opened and closed 
• Date of first delinquency, when shown 
• Collection information 
• Inquiries 
• Remarks or comments 
• Contact information for furnishers 

Do not rely only on a screenshot from a credit-monitoring app. You need the full report when preparing disputes. 

Create a folder on your computer or a physical folder labeled: 

Credit Reports – [Month and Year] 

Keep copies of every report, letter, document, envelope, email, and investigation result. 

Review your personal information first 

Begin with the personal-information section. 

Look for: 

• Names you have never used 
• Incorrect versions of your name 
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• Addresses where you have never lived 
• Employers you never worked for 
• Incorrect Social Security number information 
• Phone numbers or other identifying information that do not belong to you 

Not every old address is automatically an error. A previous address may appear because a creditor or other company 
previously connected it to you. 

However, unfamiliar information may be a warning sign of: 

• Identity theft 
• A mixed credit file 
• Someone with a similar name 
• Incorrect information supplied by a creditor 
• An account that does not belong to you 

Document anything that appears inaccurate or unfamiliar. 

Review accounts one at a time 

For every account, compare the information across all three reports. 

Check: 

• Whether the account belongs to you 
• The original creditor 
• The account number 
• The date opened 
• The balance 
• The credit limit 
• The payment status 
• The payment history 
• The date reported 
• Whether the account is open or closed 
• Whether the account appears more than once 

An account may appear differently on each report. One bureau may show a balance that another bureau does not. 
One may show a late payment while another shows the account as paid on time. 

Do not assume the information is correct just because it appears on more than one report. Compare the information 
with your own records. 

Review collections and charge-offs 

Collections and charge-offs deserve special attention. 

Check whether: 

• The account belongs to you 
• The amount is correct 
• The original creditor is identified 
• The collection company has authority to collect 
• The account is being reported more than once 
• The dates are consistent 
• The account is outside the permitted reporting period 
• The account was paid, settled, dismissed, or resolved 
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• The same debt is being reported by both the original creditor and a collector in a way that creates duplicate or 
inaccurate reporting 

Do not automatically dispute an account simply because it is negative. First determine what appears inaccurate or 
incomplete. 

Review inquiries 

Credit inquiries show companies that accessed your report. 

Separate them into: 

• Hard inquiries 
• Soft inquiries 

Hard inquiries may result from credit applications. Soft inquiries may come from checking your own report, 
prequalification, account reviews, or promotional screening. 

Look for hard inquiries you do not recognize. An unfamiliar inquiry may be the result of: 

• Identity theft 
• An application you do not remember 
• A lender or dealership submitting your information 
• A duplicate inquiry 
• A company using the wrong consumer’s information 

An inquiry does not always mean an account was opened, so review your accounts separately. 

Request specialty consumer reports 

The three major credit bureaus are not the only companies that collect consumer information. 

Depending on your situation, you may want to request reports from: 

• ChexSystems 
• Early Warning Services 
• Innovis 
• LexisNexis 
• NCTUE 
• Tenant-screening companies 
• Employment-screening companies 
• Insurance-reporting companies 
• Check-cashing or payment-history reporting companies 

These companies may collect information related to: 

• Checking accounts 
• Bank-account closures 
• Check-writing history 
• Utility accounts 
• Telecommunications accounts 
• Rental history 
• Evictions 
• Criminal-background information 
• Public records 
• Insurance claims 
• Identity verification 
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The CFPB maintains a consumer-reporting-company list that explains what different companies report and how 
consumers can request their information. 

You may not need every report on the list. Start with the reports connected to your problem. 

For example: 

• Denied a checking account: request ChexSystems and Early Warning Services. 
• Denied an apartment: request tenant-screening and eviction-related reports. 
• Utility deposit or denial: review NCTUE and related reports. 
• Identity-theft concerns: review the major bureaus and specialty reports. 
• Background-screening problem: request the report identified in the adverse-action notice. 

Use adverse-action notices 
If a company denies you, charges a higher deposit, or gives you worse terms because of a consumer report, it may 
provide an adverse-action notice. 

That notice may identify: 

• The reporting company used 
• The company’s contact information 
• The reason for the decision 
• Your right to request a copy of the report 

Keep the notice. It can help you determine which report to request and where to begin your investigation. 

Freeze reports when appropriate 

A security freeze can limit access to a consumer report and help prevent someone from opening new accounts in 
your name. 

You may need to place freezes separately with different companies. Freezing the three major credit reports does not 
automatically freeze every specialty report. 

Before applying for credit, housing, utilities, or a bank account, find out whether you need to temporarily lift or 
remove a freeze. 

A freeze does not: 

• Delete negative information 
• Correct inaccurate information 
• Improve your score by itself 
• Stop every type of identity theft 
• Guarantee approval 

A freeze is a protection tool. A dispute is the process used to challenge inaccurate information. 

Build a report-tracking chart 

Create a simple chart with these columns: 

Reporting Company Report Requested Date Received Problems Found Dispute Needed Follow-Up 
Date 

You can use a separate page for each company. 

Track every issue separately. Do not combine ten unrelated problems into one vague sentence. Clear organization 
makes it easier to explain what is wrong and provide supporting documents. 
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Chapter 3 takeaway 
Your credit profile may extend far beyond Equifax, Experian, and TransUnion. 

Start by: 

1. Requesting your three major credit reports. 

2. Saving complete copies. 

3. Reviewing your personal information. 

4. Checking every account, inquiry, collection, and public record. 

5. Requesting specialty reports connected to your situation. 

6. Using adverse-action notices to identify reports you may not know about. 

7. Freezing reports when identity protection is needed. 

8. Creating a tracking system before sending disputes. 

The next chapter will explain how to review those reports carefully and identify the types of information that may 
be inaccurate, incomplete, outdated, duplicated, or fraudulent. 
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Chapter 4 

Reviewing Your Reports for Errors 
Receiving your reports is only the beginning. The next step is to review them carefully and identify information that 
may be inaccurate, incomplete, outdated, duplicated, or connected to identity theft. 

Do not rush through this process. A small error can affect your ability to qualify for credit, housing, banking 
services, insurance, or other opportunities. 

Start with a side-by-side comparison 

Place your Equifax, Experian, and TransUnion reports next to one another. 

Compare: 

• Your name 
• Addresses 
• Accounts 
• Balances 
• Credit limits 
• Payment history 
• Account status 
• Dates 
• Collections 
• Public records 
• Inquiries 

Use a highlighter or create a spreadsheet. Mark information that appears on one report but not another, or 
information that is reported differently. 

Different reporting does not automatically mean an error. Companies may report to different bureaus or update them 
at different times. However, differences deserve a closer look. 

Check whether every account belongs to you 

For each account, ask: 

• Did I apply for this account? 
• Do I recognize the creditor? 
• Was this account opened during a period when my identity may have been compromised? 
• Does the address connected to the account belong to me? 
• Is the account number familiar? 
• Could this belong to someone with a similar name? 
• Is this an account I previously closed or forgot about? 

If you do not recognize an account, do not immediately assume it is identity theft. First investigate it. 

Contact the creditor using contact information from a reliable source not necessarily the phone number listed by the 
account and request information about the account. 

If you determine the account resulted from identity theft, gather the appropriate documentation, such as an identity-
theft report, police report, account records, or written confirmation from the creditor. 

Review account balances and credit limits 

Check whether the reported balance and credit limit are accurate. 



No part of this eBook may be copied, reproduced, distributed, resold, or transmitted without written 
permission from the copyright owner, except for brief quotations used for review or reference. 
© 2026 Nalo Ventures Group | All rights reserved. 
 

Look for: 

• A balance that does not match your statements 
• A credit limit reported as zero 
• A closed account still showing an active balance 
• Payments that were made but not reflected 
• A paid account still showing money owed 
• A settled account reported as unpaid 
• A balance that appears on multiple accounts for the same debt 

Incorrect balances can affect both your credit report and your utilization ratio. 

Keep statements, payment confirmations, settlement agreements, canceled checks, and account correspondence that 
support your position. 

Review payment history carefully 

Look at each month of payment history. 

Check for: 

• Late payments that were made on time 
• A 30-day late payment reported as 60 or 90 days 
• Multiple late payments for the same month 
• Late payments after an approved hardship or deferment 
• Incorrect late payments after an account was paid or closed 
• Payments reported to the wrong account 
• A late payment that belongs to another consumer 

Payment history may be shown using letters, numbers, or symbols. Review the report’s explanation key so you 
understand what each code means. 

Check dates 

Dates can affect how long information remains on a report and how an account is evaluated. 

Review: 

• Date opened 
• Date closed 
• Date of last payment 
• Date reported 
• Date of first delinquency 
• Date transferred or sold 
• Date of charge-off 
• Date placed for collection 

A wrong date can make an account appear newer than it is or cause negative information to remain longer than 
permitted. 

Do not change or restart a reporting period by making a payment without understanding the consequences. If you 
are dealing with an old debt, consider speaking with a qualified consumer attorney before making decisions that 
could affect your legal rights. 

Look for duplicate reporting 

The same debt may appear more than once. 

For example, you may see: 
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• The original creditor and a collection account 
• Two collection agencies reporting the same debt 
• The same account listed under slightly different names 
• The same account with different balances 
• A transferred account and a new account that are not accurately explained 

Not every appearance of an original account and collection account is automatically improper. The issue is whether 
the information is being reported accurately and without creating a misleading or duplicate obligation. 

Document what appears to be duplicated and compare account numbers, dates, balances, and creditor names. 

Review collections and charge-offs 

For each collection or charge-off, identify: 

• The original creditor 
• The current creditor or collector 
• The amount 
• The date of first delinquency 
• The account status 
• The date updated 
• Whether the account is marked disputed 
• Whether the account is being reported more than once 

A charge-off does not necessarily mean the debt disappeared. A creditor may charge off an account for accounting 
purposes and still attempt to collect or transfer the account. 

The important issue for credit reporting is whether the information is accurate, complete, and properly reported. 

Review bankruptcies and public records 

If a bankruptcy appears on your report, compare: 

• Your legal name 
• Case number 
• Court 
• Filing date 
• Chapter 
• Status 
• Discharge or dismissal information 

If the information belongs to someone else or contains errors, document the specific problem. 

If the information is yours and accurately reported, removal is not guaranteed. However, you may still review 
whether the reporting is complete, properly sourced, and verifiable. 

Review evictions and tenant-screening information 

Eviction information may appear in tenant-screening reports even when it does not appear on a traditional credit 
report. 

Look for: 

• Cases that do not belong to you 
• Dismissed cases shown as active judgments 
• Duplicate filings 
• Incorrect amounts 
• Incorrect court outcomes 
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• Sealed or expunged records 
• Records past the reporting period 
• Missing final dispositions 
• Information that combines your record with someone else’s 

If you have been denied housing or charged a higher deposit because of a tenant-screening report, save the adverse-
action notice and request the report used. 

Check inquiries 

Review every hard inquiry. 

Ask: 

• Did I apply with this company? 
• Did a dealership send my application to multiple lenders? 
• Did I authorize this inquiry? 
• Is the same inquiry duplicated? 
• Could this be connected to identity theft? 

If you do not recognize an inquiry, contact the company and ask how your information was accessed. You may also 
dispute an unauthorized or inaccurate inquiry with the reporting company. 

Look for outdated information 

Negative information generally has a limited reporting period, although the exact rule depends on the type of 
information and applicable law. 

Common examples include: 

• Late payments 
• Collections 
• Charge-offs 
• Repossessions 
• Foreclosures 
• Certain civil records 

Bankruptcies may be reported for a longer period than most other negative information. 

Do not assume an account is too old simply because it feels old. Review the dates and verify the applicable 
reporting rules. 

Separate errors from information you simply dislike 

An item may be negative without being inaccurate. 

Examples: 

• A legitimate late payment 
• A valid collection 
• A real repossession 
• A properly reported bankruptcy 
• A debt you recognize but do not want to pay 

You can still explore your options for resolving or managing accurate negative information, but you should not 
label it inaccurate simply because it lowers your score. 

Create an error log 

Before sending disputes, create an error log. 
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Company Reporting It Account or Item What Appears Wrong Supporting Evidence Action Needed 

Experian Collection account Balance appears incorrect Payment receipt Dispute 

TransUnion Inquiry Not authorized No application records Investigate 

Equifax Address Never lived there Identification documents Review/dispute 

Keep one row for each issue. This prevents you from sending vague disputes and helps you track responses. 

Prioritize your disputes 

Start with issues that are: 

1. Clearly inaccurate 

2. Connected to identity theft 

3. Affecting multiple reports 

4. Preventing housing, banking, or employment 

5. Causing a major scoring impact 

6. Supported by strong documentation 

You do not have to dispute every issue at the same time. Clear, organized disputes are often easier to manage than 
sending a large packet filled with unrelated claims. 

Chapter 4 takeaway 
A strong credit-repair process begins with careful review. 

Look for: 

• Accounts that do not belong to you 
• Incorrect balances 
• Wrong payment history 
• Incorrect dates 
• Duplicate reporting 
• Outdated information 
• Inaccurate public records 
• Errors in tenant-screening reports 
• Unauthorized inquiries 

Document each issue before taking action. The next chapter will focus on identity theft and the legal process for 
challenging accounts created through fraud. 
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Chapter 5 

Identity Theft and the Legal Credit-Sweep Process 
Identity theft occurs when someone uses your personal information without your permission. They may use your 
name, Social Security number, date of birth, address, or other information to open accounts, apply for services, 
access existing accounts, or create records connected to you. 

Identity-theft information can appear on: 

• Equifax, Experian, and TransUnion reports 
• ChexSystems 
• Early Warning Services 
• Tenant-screening reports 
• Employment-screening reports 
• Utility or telecommunications reports 
• Other specialty consumer reports 

When people use the phrase “credit sweep,” they may be referring to the process of identifying and challenging 
fraudulent information across consumer reports. 

A legitimate identity-theft process is not a way to remove accurate debts. It is used to address accounts and 
information created through fraud. 

Signs of possible identity theft 
Possible warning signs include: 

• Accounts you did not open 
• Credit inquiries you do not recognize 
• Bank accounts you never requested 
• Collection accounts connected to unfamiliar accounts 
• Addresses where you never lived 
• Employers you never worked for 
• Utility accounts you never opened 
• Eviction or tenant-screening information that does not belong to you 
• Debt-collection calls about accounts you do not recognize 
• A denial of credit, housing, or banking services because of unfamiliar information 

One unfamiliar item does not automatically prove identity theft. Investigate the information before making a formal 
claim. 

Step 1: Protect your accounts 
If you suspect identity theft, protect your active accounts as soon as possible. 

Consider: 

• Changing your passwords 
• Using different passwords for financial accounts 
• Enabling two-factor authentication 
• Contacting your bank or creditor 
• Reviewing recent transactions 
• Securing or closing compromised accounts 
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• Replacing compromised cards 
• Placing a fraud alert 
• Freezing your credit reports 
• Reporting the identity theft through IdentityTheft.gov 

Step 2: Go to IdentityTheft.gov 
Visit IdentityTheft.gov and complete the identity-theft report. 

Follow the questions carefully and provide accurate information about what happened. 

After completing the process, save copies of the documents generated by the website. Keep the identity-theft report 
and any other recovery documents in a secure file. 

These documents may be needed when submitting complaints or communicating with companies involved in the 
identity theft. 

Best practice: Work with one credit bureau at a time 
If you have several fraudulent accounts, organize the IdentityTheft.gov report for one credit bureau at a time. Start 
with the first bureau and review the accounts appearing on that bureau’s report. 

Complete the IdentityTheft.gov report and save the PDF. For example, you may label the first file “TransUnion 
Identity Theft Report 1.” Then return to the report, remove the accounts already included in that PDF, and add the 
next group of fraudulent accounts appearing on the same bureau’s report. Save the next PDF as “TransUnion 
Identity Theft Report 2.” Continue labeling and saving the PDFs until every fraudulent account appearing on that 
bureau’s report has been included. 

This makes it easier to upload the correct IdentityTheft.gov report when you submit the dispute to that bureau. After 
finishing one bureau, repeat the same process for Experian and then Equifax. Keep each bureau’s reports and 
confirmation numbers in separate folders so the accounts and documents do not get mixed together. 

This is an organizational best practice, not a requirement that guarantees removal. Make sure every account 
included in the report is actually connected to identity theft and that the information submitted is accurate. 

Step 3: Dispute the fraudulent information with each bureau 
Go to Equifax, Experian, and TransUnion separately. 

Submit an identity-theft dispute with each bureau that is reporting the fraudulent information. 

For this step, upload only the IdentityTheft.gov identity-theft report. 

Review each report carefully because the fraudulent account may not appear on all three reports. 

Save: 

• The date you submitted the dispute 
• The confirmation number 
• A screenshot or confirmation page 
• Any response from the bureau 

Step 4: Submit a CFPB complaint 
After submitting the disputes to the credit bureaus, you may submit a complaint through the Consumer Financial 
Protection Bureau website. 

For the CFPB complaint, upload: 

• The IdentityTheft.gov identity-theft report 
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• Identification 
• Proof of address 

Identify the credit bureaus involved in the complaint and explain what happened in clear, factual language. 

The complaint should state: 

• What fraudulent information is being reported 
• Which bureau is reporting it 
• When you submitted the dispute 
• What response you received, if any 
• What action you are asking the company to take 

Keep the CFPB complaint number and save any response. 

Fraud alerts and security freezes 
A fraud alert asks businesses to take additional steps to verify your identity before opening new credit in your name. 

A security freeze restricts access to your credit report. A freeze can help prevent new creditors from accessing your 
file, although you may need to temporarily lift it when applying for credit, housing, utilities, or banking services. 

You generally have to place freezes separately with Equifax, Experian, and TransUnion. Freezing your major credit 
reports does not automatically freeze specialty reports. 

A freeze does not: 

• Remove existing accounts 
• Delete negative information 
• Correct inaccurate information 
• Stop every type of identity theft 
• Guarantee approval for new credit 

A freeze protects your file. A dispute challenges information already being reported. 

What if the identity theft affected other reports? 
Identity theft may also affect specialty consumer reports, including: 

• ChexSystems 
• Early Warning Services 
• Tenant-screening reports 
• Utility reports 
• Employment-screening reports 
• Insurance reports 

If fraudulent information appears on one of these reports, request the report and follow that company’s identity-theft 
dispute process. 

Only dispute information that is connected to actual fraud or an identifiable error. 

Do not make false identity-theft claims 
Never claim identity theft simply because: 

• You do not want to pay a debt 
• The account is hurting your score 
• You forgot about the account 
• The account was sold to a collector 
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• You disagree with the balance 
• You want to qualify for a loan 
• Someone gave you a dispute template 

False claims can create legal and financial consequences. 

The identity-theft process should only be used when you have a legitimate reason to believe fraud occurred. 

Keep your records organized 
Create a secure digital folder containing: 

• IdentityTheft.gov documents 
• Copies of your identification submitted 
• Proof of address 
• Credit reports 
• Bureau confirmation numbers 
• Bureau responses 
• CFPB complaint number 
• CFPB responses 
• Notes about dates and actions taken 

Use a file name that includes the date, such as: 

Identity Theft Dispute – September 2026 

Do not upload original documents unless specifically required. Keep your original records secure. 

Applicable law: The Fair Credit Reporting Act identity-theft blocking and fraud-alert provisions are found at 15 
U.S.C. §§ 1681c-1 and 1681c-2. These provisions do not authorize false identity-theft claims or guarantee removal 
of accurate information. 

Chapter 5 takeaway 
A legitimate identity-theft credit sweep is a documentation and dispute process not a guaranteed deletion method. 

The basic process is: 

1. Protect your active accounts. 

2. Complete the identity-theft report at IdentityTheft.gov. 

3. Save the documents generated. 

4. Submit a dispute to each bureau reporting the fraudulent account and upload only the IdentityTheft.gov identity-
theft report. 

5. Submit a CFPB complaint with the IdentityTheft.gov report, identification, and proof of address. 

6. Track confirmation numbers, dates, and responses. 

7. Address specialty reports separately when necessary. 

8. Use freezes and fraud alerts to help protect your identity going forward. 

Results may vary. No removal, score increase, or specific outcome is guaranteed. 
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Chapter 6 

Disputing Inaccurate, Incomplete, and Unverifiable 
Information 
Not every negative account is an error. However, information that is inaccurate, incomplete, outdated, duplicated, 
fraudulent, or unverifiable may be challenged. 

A dispute asks a company to investigate information being reported about you and correct or remove it if it cannot 
be confirmed as accurate. 

What you may dispute 

You may dispute information such as: 

• An account that does not belong to you 
• An incorrect balance 
• An inaccurate credit limit 
• A payment marked late when you paid on time 
• The wrong date of first delinquency 
• An account listed as open when it was closed 
• A paid account showing an unpaid balance 
• A duplicate collection 
• A collection connected to the wrong original creditor 
• An account reported after the permitted reporting period 
• A repossession with incorrect details 
• A student loan showing an inaccurate payment status 
• An inquiry you did not authorize 
• A bankruptcy, eviction, or public record with incorrect information 
• Information that cannot be verified 

What you generally should not dispute 
Do not dispute information solely because: 

• It is negative 
• You do not remember the account 
• You do not want to pay it 
• It lowers your credit score 
• You want to qualify for a loan 
• Someone online said negative accounts can always be removed 
• You want to test whether the company will respond 

A dispute should identify a specific factual problem. 

Review the information before disputing it 
Before submitting a dispute, compare the report with your own records. 

Gather: 

• Account statements 
• Payment confirmations 
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• Settlement agreements 
• Letters from creditors 
• Collection notices 
• Court documents 
• Identity-theft documents 
• Account-closing confirmations 
• Proof of address 
• Other records supporting your position 

The more specific your dispute, the easier it is for the company to understand what needs to be investigated. 

Dispute with the credit bureau 
You may submit a dispute online through the credit bureau’s website. 

Identify: 

• The account or item 
• The specific information that is wrong 
• What the information should say, if known 
• Why you believe it is inaccurate 
• The correction you are requesting 

For example: 

The account is reporting a balance of $1,200. My final statement and payment confirmation show that the account 
was paid in full on March 4, 2026. Please investigate and correct the balance and account status. 

Avoid submitting a long explanation that does not clearly identify the problem. 

Dispute with the company that supplied the information 
The company that provides information to a credit bureau is called a furnisher. 

Examples include: 

• A credit-card company 
• A bank 
• A lender 
• A collection agency 
• A student-loan servicer 
• A landlord or property company 
• A utility provider 

When appropriate, send the dispute to both: 

1. The credit bureau reporting the information 

2. The company that furnished the information 

The furnisher may have records the bureau does not have. Disputing with both parties helps ensure that the 
information is reviewed at each level. 

Upload supporting documents carefully 

When the online dispute portal allows you to upload documents, provide only records connected to the issue. 

Examples include: 

• A statement showing the correct balance 
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• A payment confirmation 
• A letter confirming an account was closed 
• A court order 
• A settlement agreement 
• An identity-theft report 
• A letter from the creditor 
• A report showing duplicate information 

Do not upload unrelated documents. Too much information can make it harder to identify the issue. 

Redact unnecessary information, such as full account numbers, unless the company specifically requires them. 

Submit one clear dispute or organize multiple issues 

You may have more than one error on a report. 

If the issues involve the same account, you may be able to explain them together. If they involve unrelated accounts, 
organize each issue clearly. 

For example: 

• Account 1: Incorrect balance 
• Account 2: Unauthorized account 
• Account 3: Duplicate collection 
• Inquiry 1: Not authorized 

Do not use the same statement for every account if the facts are different. 

Save proof of submission 

After submitting an online dispute, save: 

• Confirmation number 
• Submission date 
• Documents uploaded 
• Screenshots 
• Copy of the dispute wording 
• Expected completion date 
• Investigation results 

If you submit by mail, keep the mailing receipt and a copy of everything sent. 

How long can an investigation take? 
Credit reporting companies generally investigate disputes within 30 days. In some situations, the investigation may 
take longer, particularly when additional information is submitted during the investigation. 

The company should provide the results of the investigation and explain whether the information was: 

• Corrected 
• Deleted 
• Verified 
• Updated 
• Determined to be incomplete 

Review the results carefully. A response that says “verified” does not automatically mean the information is 
accurate. Compare the response with your records. 
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What if the information is corrected? 
Save the updated report and investigation results. 

Check whether: 

• The balance changed correctly 
• The account status was updated 
• The late payment was removed 
• The duplicate listing disappeared 
• The correct date was reported 
• The information was corrected on every bureau reporting it 

One bureau correcting information does not automatically require every other bureau to make the same change. You 
may need to dispute the issue separately with each bureau. 

What if the information is verified? 
If the company verifies information you believe is wrong, review the response. 

Possible next steps include: 

• Requesting an explanation of the verification 
• Disputing the specific remaining error 
• Sending additional documentation 
• Contacting the furnisher 
• Filing a CFPB complaint 
• Contacting your state attorney general 
• Requesting that a statement of dispute be added to your report 
• Consulting a consumer-rights attorney 

Do not simply send the same dispute repeatedly without adding new facts or documentation. 

Applicable law: The FCRA dispute and reinvestigation process is addressed in 15 U.S.C. § 1681i. Furnisher duties 
are addressed in 15 U.S.C. § 1681s-2. These provisions address inaccurate or incomplete information; they do not 
require removal of information that is accurate and properly verified. 

What if the dispute is rejected as frivolous? 
A company may decline to investigate a dispute it considers unreasonable, repetitive, or unsupported. 

To avoid this: 

• Identify the exact account 
• Explain the specific error 
• Include relevant documents 
• Avoid generic or copied language 
• Do not dispute information you know is accurate 
• Do not submit multiple identical disputes 
• Keep your explanation focused 

A detailed dispute based on actual records is stronger than a template filled with broad legal language. 

Using your report to create a situation-specific letter 
There is no single dispute letter that fits every situation. A letter about a wrong balance should not look the same as 
a letter about identity theft, duplicate reporting, an incorrect date, or a tenant-screening error. 
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You may use a secure chat tool to help organize the facts and draft a letter for your situation. Before uploading a 
report, remove or cover your Social Security number, date of birth, full account numbers, driver’s-license number, 
passwords, login information, and other unnecessary personal information. 

Leave enough information visible to identify the issue, such as the creditor or collector name, last four digits of the 
account, dates, balance, status, payment history, and reporting remarks. Review the draft yourself and make sure 
every statement is true before submitting it. A chat tool can help organize information; it cannot guarantee that a 
company will correct or remove anything. 

When to file a CFPB complaint 
A CFPB complaint may be appropriate when: 

• You disputed inaccurate information and the company did not properly respond 
• The company failed to correct a documented error 
• The company continued reporting information that should have been removed 
• You believe the company mishandled an identity-theft dispute 
• The company failed to investigate a legitimate concern 
• You cannot resolve the issue directly 

A CFPB complaint does not guarantee deletion. It gives the company an opportunity to respond and creates a record 
of your concern. 

Chapter 6 takeaway 
A strong dispute is: 

• Accurate 
• Specific 
• Supported by evidence 
• Sent to the correct company 
• Submitted through the proper process 
• Properly documented 

Do not dispute information simply because it is negative. Focus on information that is inaccurate, incomplete, 
outdated, duplicated, fraudulent, or unverifiable. 

The next chapter will explain specialty credit bureaus and banking reports, including ChexSystems, Early Warning 
Services, tenant-screening companies, and other consumer reporting agencies. 
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Chapter 7 

Specialty Credit Bureaus and Banking Reports 
Many people believe their credit profile only exists with Equifax, Experian, and TransUnion. That is not always 
true. 

Specialty consumer reporting companies collect information for specific purposes. Their reports may affect whether 
you can: 

• Open a checking account 
• Rent an apartment 
• Receive utility service 
• Avoid a deposit 
• Get insurance 
• Pass an employment background check 
• Qualify for certain financial products 

These reports may not be included in the traditional credit reports you receive from the three major bureaus. 

Common specialty reporting companies 

Depending on your situation, you may need to review reports from: 

• ChexSystems 
• Early Warning Services 
• Innovis 
• LexisNexis 
• NCTUE 
• Tenant-screening companies 
• Employment-screening companies 
• Insurance-reporting companies 
• Check-cashing and payment-history companies 

The CFPB maintains a list of consumer reporting companies and explains how consumers can request reports and 
place freezes when available. 

ChexSystems 

ChexSystems collects information related to checking and savings accounts. 

A ChexSystems report may include: 

• Bank-account applications 
• Account openings 
• Account closures 
• Unpaid balances 
• Overdraft-related information 
• Suspected fraudulent activity 
• Check-writing history 

Negative information may make it difficult to open a traditional checking account. 

If you have been denied a bank account, request your ChexSystems report and review it for: 

• Accounts you did not open 
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• Incorrect account balances 
• Accounts that were paid but still show unpaid 
• Duplicate information 
• Incorrect dates 
• Fraudulent activity 
• Information belonging to another person 

ChexSystems allows consumers to request a report, dispute inaccurate information, and request a security freeze. 

Early Warning Services 

Early Warning Services is another specialty reporting company used by financial institutions. 

It may collect information related to: 

• Checking accounts 
• Savings accounts 
• Bank-account activity 
• Payment activity 
• Suspected fraud 
• Account closures 

If a bank denies your application and identifies Early Warning Services in the adverse-action notice, request the 
report and review it carefully. 

Dispute information that is inaccurate, incomplete, outdated, duplicated, or connected to identity theft. 

Innovis 

Innovis is a consumer reporting company that may maintain information used for identity verification, credit-related 
decisions, and other purposes. 

You may request your Innovis report and review it for: 

• Incorrect personal information 
• Accounts that do not belong to you 
• Incorrect inquiries 
• Fraud-related information 
• Mixed-file information 

You may also ask about placing a security freeze where available. 

LexisNexis 

LexisNexis may collect public-record and identity-related information. Its reports may be used by businesses for 
identity verification, insurance, financial services, housing, and other decisions. 

Information may include: 

• Address history 
• Public records 
• Court-related information 
• Property information 
• Insurance-related information 
• Identity verification data 

If you find inaccurate information, follow the company’s process for requesting a report and submitting a dispute. 

NCTUE 
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NCTUE stands for the National Consumer Telecom and Utilities Exchange. 

It may contain information related to: 

• Telephone accounts 
• Cable accounts 
• Internet accounts 
• Utility accounts 
• Account openings 
• Account closures 
• Payment history 
• Unpaid balances 

NCTUE information may affect whether you must pay a deposit or whether a utility or telecommunications 
company approves your account. 

If a company denies service or requires a deposit, ask whether a consumer report was used and request the name of 
the reporting company. 

Tenant-screening reports 

Tenant-screening reports may contain information used by landlords and property managers. 

They may include: 

• Rental history 
• Eviction records 
• Court filings 
• Criminal-background information 
• Credit information 
• Employment or income information 
• Previous addresses 
• Payment history 

Tenant-screening reports can be different from traditional credit reports. An eviction may not appear on your 
Equifax, Experian, or TransUnion report but may appear in a tenant-screening report. 

Review these reports for: 

• Cases that do not belong to you 
• Dismissed cases shown as judgments 
• Incorrect case outcomes 
• Duplicate records 
• Incorrect amounts 
• Sealed or expunged information 
• Records past the reporting period 
• Another person’s information mixed with yours 

If you are denied housing or charged a higher deposit because of a tenant-screening report, the landlord should 
generally provide an adverse-action notice identifying the reporting company used. 

Employment-screening reports 

Employment-screening companies may report information used during hiring. 

If an employer makes an unfavorable decision based on a report, the employer may be required to provide certain 
notices and information about the reporting company. 
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Review the report for: 

• Incorrect identity information 
• Criminal records that do not belong to you 
• Incorrect case outcomes 
• Expunged or sealed records 
• Inaccurate employment information 
• Outdated information 

Employment reports may be governed by rules that differ from ordinary credit reports. Review the company’s 
instructions and consider professional legal assistance when necessary. 

Requesting your reports 
When requesting a specialty report: 

1. Find the company’s official website. 

2. Request your consumer report. 

3. Confirm your identity through the company’s process. 

4. Save the report when you receive it. 

5. Review every section. 

6. Mark information that appears inaccurate. 

7. Request a dispute if necessary. 

8. Save the confirmation and investigation results. 

Some companies provide a free report annually or after an adverse action. The exact process may vary. 

Disputing specialty-report information 

Dispute inaccurate information with: 

1. The specialty reporting company 

2. The company that furnished the information 

For example, if ChexSystems reports an inaccurate bank-account closure, you may dispute it with ChexSystems and 
the bank that supplied the information. 

Explain: 

• What information is wrong 
• Why it is wrong 
• What the correct information should be 
• What documents support your position 
• What correction you are requesting 

Keep the dispute focused on one issue or one clearly organized group of related issues. 

Freezing specialty reports 
Some specialty reporting companies allow consumers to place security freezes. 

A freeze may help prevent unauthorized access to your report, but it can also delay: 

• Opening a bank account 
• Applying for housing 
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• Setting up utilities 
• Applying for insurance 
• Completing identity verification 

Before applying, confirm whether the company needs access to your report and temporarily lift the freeze if 
necessary. 

A freeze does not remove information or correct errors. 

Use adverse-action notices 
An adverse-action notice is especially useful because it may identify: 

• The company that provided the report 
• The reason for the denial or unfavorable decision 
• Contact information for the reporting company 
• Instructions for requesting a copy of the report 

Save these notices. They help you find reports you may not know exist. 

Applicable law: Consumer-report access, permissible purposes, and adverse-action rights are addressed in the Fair 
Credit Reporting Act, including 15 U.S.C. §§ 1681b, 1681g, 1681j, and 1681m. Specialty reporting companies may 
have separate procedures and additional state-law requirements. 

Chapter 7 takeaway 
Your consumer profile may include much more than traditional credit information. 

If you are denied a bank account, housing, utilities, insurance, or employment, find out whether a specialty report 
was used. 

Then: 

1. Request the report. 

2. Review it carefully. 

3. Identify inaccurate information. 

4. Dispute errors with the reporting company and furnisher. 

5. Request a freeze when appropriate. 

6. Save all notices, disputes, and responses. 

The next chapter will focus specifically on evictions and tenant-screening reports. 
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Chapter 8 

Evictions and Tenant-Screening Reports 
An eviction can affect your ability to rent a home even when it does not appear on your Equifax, Experian, or 
TransUnion credit reports. 

Landlords and property managers may use tenant-screening reports, court records, rental-history databases, credit 
reports, and specialty consumer reports when reviewing a rental application. 

Where eviction information may appear 
Eviction-related information may appear in: 

• Tenant-screening reports 
• Rental-history reports 
• County or municipal court records 
• Public-record databases 
• LexisNexis or similar specialty reports 
• Landlord or property-management records 
• Debt-collection accounts connected to unpaid rent 
• Traditional credit reports if unpaid rent was sent to collections 

An eviction may not appear in every location. Checking only your three major credit reports may not reveal 
everything affecting your housing applications. 

Tenant-screening agencies and platforms 
Some examples landlords and property managers may use include: 

• TransUnion SmartMove 
• Experian RentBureau 
• SafeRent Solutions, formerly CoreLogic Rental Property Solutions 
• LexisNexis 
• RentPrep 
• RealPage/Experian RentGrow 
• AppFolio 
• Yardi 
• Avail 
• TurboTenant 
• National Tenant Network 
• First Advantage 

These reports may include: 

• Eviction filings 
• Rental-payment history 
• Collections 
• Address history 
• Credit information 
• Criminal-background information 
• Income or employment verification 
• Risk scores or rental recommendations 
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Some companies provide the screening platform while obtaining information from another consumer reporting 
company. Therefore, do not assume the company listed on the rental application is the only company holding your 
information. 

The CFPB maintains a current list of consumer reporting companies, but company names, ownership, and 
procedures may change. Verify the current contact and dispute information before requesting a report or submitting 
a dispute. www.consumerfinance.gov 

The difference between an eviction filing and an eviction judgment 
A landlord may file an eviction case, but that does not automatically mean the landlord won. 

A tenant-screening report should accurately identify whether the record involved: 

• A filed case 
• A dismissed case 
• A judgment for the landlord 
• A judgment for the tenant 
• A settled case 
• A withdrawn case 
• A pending case 
• A sealed or expunged case 

A dismissed case should not be reported as though the tenant was evicted. A filing should not automatically be 
described as a judgment. 

Review the case outcome carefully. 

Request the report used against you 
If you are denied housing, charged a higher deposit, required to pay additional months of rent, asked for a co-signer, 
or offered different terms because of a consumer report, ask for the adverse-action notice. 

The notice should identify: 

• The tenant-screening company 
• The company’s contact information 
• The reason for the decision 
• Instructions for requesting a copy of the report 

Request the report from the company named in the notice. 

If you are not given an adverse-action notice, ask the landlord or property manager whether a tenant-screening 
report was used and which company provided it. 

Federal law generally requires a landlord to provide certain information when a consumer report contributes to a 
negative rental decision. You may also have the right to request a free copy of the report within the applicable time 
period. www.consumerfinance.gov 

Check court records 
If the report lists a court case, compare it with the records from the court where the case was filed. 

You may need to check: 

• County civil-court records 
• Justice court records 
• Housing or landlord-tenant court records 
• County clerk records 
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• State court databases 

Court websites and procedures vary. Some records are available online, while others require a request from the 
clerk’s office. 

Compare the court record with the tenant-screening report. 

Look for differences in: 

• Your name 
• Case number 
• Filing date 
• Judgment date 
• Amount 
• Case status 
• Final outcome 

A court record may confirm that a case existed, but it does not automatically prove that every detail in the screening 
report is accurate. 

Review the report for errors 
Check for: 

• Eviction cases that do not belong to you 
• A similar name attached to your file 
• Incorrect addresses 
• Incorrect case numbers 
• Duplicate filings 
• Dismissed cases shown as judgments 
• Incorrect amounts 
• Wrong dates 
• Missing case outcomes 
• Sealed or expunged cases 
• Information that is too old to report 
• A landlord’s debt listed as an eviction 
• A collection account that does not belong to you 

Take screenshots or save a copy of the report before disputing anything. 

Dispute inaccurate eviction information 
If the information is inaccurate, incomplete, outdated, duplicated, or does not belong to you, dispute it with: 

1. The tenant-screening company 

2. The company or person that provided the information 

Your dispute should clearly state: 

• The case or account being challenged 
• The specific error 
• What the correct information should say 
• The documents supporting your position 
• The correction or deletion requested 

Examples: 
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This report lists a judgment against me, but the case was dismissed. Please correct the case outcome. 

This case does not belong to me. The name, address, and date of birth do not match my information. Please 
investigate and remove the record from my report. 

This report lists the same eviction case twice. Please investigate and remove the duplicate entry. 

Tenant-screening companies generally must conduct a reasonable investigation of disputed information. 
www.consumerfinance.gov 

Gather supporting documents 
Useful documents may include: 

• Court dismissal documents 
• Court judgment 
• Settlement agreement 
• Payment records 
• Satisfaction of judgment 
• Sealing or expungement order 
• Lease or move-out documents 
• Landlord correspondence 
• Proof of identity 
• Proof of address 
• Adverse-action notice 
• The tenant-screening report 

Submit only documents relevant to the dispute. Protect unnecessary personal information when uploading 
documents. 

Eviction debt and credit reports 
An eviction itself may not appear on a traditional credit report. However, unpaid rent, fees, property damage, or a 
related debt may be reported separately. 

For example: 

• A landlord may send unpaid rent to a collection agency. 
• The collection agency may report the account to the major credit bureaus. 
• The account may appear as a collection even though the eviction case itself does not appear. 
• The debt may be reported under the wrong amount or under the wrong person’s name. 

Review both your tenant-screening reports and traditional credit reports. 

If the debt is inaccurate, dispute it with the credit bureau and the company furnishing the information. 

Information that is too old 
Tenant-screening information has reporting limits, and state laws may provide additional protections. 

Do not assume that every eviction record can be reported forever. Review the date of the case and the applicable 
federal and state rules. 

If a report contains information that is too old to be reported, dispute it and identify the specific date and rule 
supporting your request. 
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Sealed or expunged records 
If a court has sealed or expunged an eviction case, the case may need to be removed or corrected in reports that 
continue displaying it. 

Provide a copy of the court order when submitting the dispute. 

Do not assume that removing information from a public court database automatically updates every tenant-
screening company. You may need to dispute the information directly with each company reporting it. 

Explaining an accurate eviction 
If the eviction information is accurate and still reportable, deletion may not be available. 

You may still: 

• Explain the circumstances to the landlord 
• Provide proof that the balance was paid 
• Show that the case was resolved 
• Provide rental references 
• Provide proof of current income 
• Show stable housing since the case 
• Request an individual review 
• Apply with a co-signer, if available 
• Look for landlords who review applications individually 

A landlord may consider the full situation instead of relying only on an automated screening result. 

If you are denied housing 
If you are denied because of a tenant-screening report: 

1. Save the denial or adverse-action notice. 

2. Request the report used. 

3. Review the report for errors. 

4. Check the related court record. 

5. Dispute inaccurate information. 

6. Keep proof of your dispute. 

7. Ask the landlord to reconsider after the report is corrected. 

8. Consider filing a complaint if the company does not correct documented errors. 

9. Seek legal assistance if you believe your rights were violated. 

How to Challenge or Remove Eviction Information 
An eviction record may be challenged through several different processes. The correct option depends on whether 
the information is inaccurate, unverifiable, too old, connected to a dismissed case, sealed by the court, or tied to a 
judgment that may be set aside. 

Dispute inaccuracies under the FCRA 
Under the Fair Credit Reporting Act, consumer reporting companies generally must investigate disputes involving 
inaccurate or incomplete information. This applies to traditional credit reports and many tenant-screening reports. 

Legal authority: 15 U.S.C. §§ 1681i and 1681s-2 
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Potential errors may include: 

• Wrong case status 
• Dismissed case reported as an eviction judgment 
• Mismatched name or identifying information 
• Wrong case number 
• Incorrect amount 
• Duplicate filing 
• Missing final disposition 
• Sealed or expunged record still being reported 
• Information that is too old to report 
• A record belonging to another person 

A consumer reporting company generally has 30 days to investigate a dispute. In some situations, the investigation 
period may extend to 45 days. State law may provide a shorter deadline or additional protections. 

If the information is inaccurate or incomplete, the company should correct or delete the inaccurate portion. 

Challenge information that cannot be verified 
If the reporting company or data furnisher cannot reasonably verify the disputed information, the information may 
need to be deleted or corrected. 

A dispute should identify: 

• The exact eviction record 
• The specific error 
• The correct information, if known 
• Supporting court documents 
• The correction or deletion requested 

Do not assume that any record will be deleted simply because a company does not respond immediately. Keep the 
dispute confirmation, investigation results, and updated report. 

Check collection accounts separately 
Equifax, Experian, and TransUnion generally do not report ordinary eviction filings as traditional credit accounts. 
However, unpaid rent, fees, property damage, or a landlord balance may be sent to a collection agency and appear 
as a collection account. 

Review those collection accounts for: 

• Incorrect balance 
• Wrong landlord or property company 
• Duplicate reporting 
• Incorrect dates 
• Payments or settlements not reflected 
• A debt that does not belong to you 
• A collection account connected to a dismissed or resolved case 

Dispute inaccurate collection information with the credit bureau and the company furnishing the information. 

Legal authority: 15 U.S.C. §§ 1681i and 1681s-2 
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Review the reporting period 
Most adverse information covered by the FCRA has a limited reporting period, commonly seven years, although the 
calculation depends on the type of information and applicable law. 

State law may provide additional protections, including shorter reporting periods or rules governing eviction 
records. 

Do not assume that every eviction record can remain on a tenant-screening report indefinitely. Check the dates and 
current federal and state rules. 

Legal authority: 15 U.S.C. § 1681c 

Request sealing or expungement 
An eviction filing is a court record. Depending on state law, you may be able to ask the court to seal or expunge the 
record. 

Possible reasons may include: 

• The case was dismissed 
• The case was filed because of an error 
• The case was resolved 
• The record contains inaccurate information 
• The case involved identity theft 
• State law allows sealing after certain conditions are met 
• The record is harming your ability to obtain housing 

If the court grants the request, the record may no longer be available to the public. However, you may still need to 
dispute the information with tenant-screening companies that already received or reported it. 

A court order does not automatically update every private database. 

Request a motion to vacate 
If a judgment was entered, you may be able to ask the court to vacate, or set aside, the judgment. 

Possible reasons may include: 

• You were not properly served 
• You did not receive legally required notice 
• The judgment was entered by default 
• The amount was wrong 
• The case was settled 
• The balance was paid 
• The landlord or creditor made a material error 
• The judgment was connected to identity theft 
• State law provides another valid basis 

The procedure and deadline depend on the court and state. A motion to vacate is filed with the court that entered the 
judgment. It is not submitted to the credit bureaus. 

If the court grants the motion, obtain a certified copy of the order and provide it to the tenant-screening companies 
and other reporting companies still showing the record. 

Important reminder 
There is no single letter that automatically removes every eviction. 
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The correct process depends on the problem: 

• Wrong information: Dispute it. 
• Unverifiable information: Challenge the investigation and request correction or deletion. 
• Too-old information: Dispute the reporting period. 
• Dismissed or sealed case: Provide the court documentation. 
• Default judgment: Ask the court whether a motion to vacate is available. 
• Unpaid rent collection: Dispute the collection separately if it is inaccurate. 

No result is guaranteed, but consumers have the right to challenge inaccurate or incomplete tenant-screening 
information. 

Chapter 8 takeaway 
An eviction can affect housing decisions through several different records, even if it does not appear on your 
traditional credit reports. 

Check: 

• Tenant-screening reports 
• Court records 
• Specialty consumer reports 
• Collection accounts 
• Traditional credit reports 

Make sure the report accurately identifies whether the case was filed, dismissed, settled, or decided. If the 
information is inaccurate, incomplete, outdated, duplicated, sealed, or connected to someone else, dispute it with the 
screening company and the company that supplied the information. 

Always check the adverse-action notice first. It may tell you exactly which company provided the report used in the 
housing decision. 
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Chapter 9 

Bankruptcies and Credit Reporting 
Bankruptcy is a legal process used by individuals or businesses that cannot repay certain debts. It can provide 
protection from creditors and create a legal process for handling debt. 

Bankruptcy is also one of the most misunderstood items on a credit report. 

Bankruptcy courts do not report monthly credit information 

Bankruptcy courts generally do not act like credit-card companies or lenders that send monthly account updates to 
Equifax, Experian, or TransUnion. 

However, bankruptcy information may still appear on consumer reports because credit reporting companies can 
obtain information from public-record sources. 

That means you may see a bankruptcy on your report even though the bankruptcy court is not directly furnishing 
monthly information to the credit bureaus. 

How bankruptcy may appear on a report 

A bankruptcy entry may include: 

• Your name 
• Case number 
• Filing date 
• Court 
• Bankruptcy chapter 
• Status 
• Discharge date 
• Dismissal date 
• Public-record information 
• Accounts connected to the bankruptcy 

Review the entry carefully. An error in one part of the bankruptcy record may affect how the entire item is reported. 

Check whether the bankruptcy belongs to you 

Look for: 

• A case number that does not belong to you 
• A court where you never filed 
• A name that does not match your legal name 
• A filing date that is incorrect 
• A bankruptcy chapter that is wrong 
• A discharge listed as a dismissal 
• A dismissed case listed as an active bankruptcy 
• A bankruptcy mixed with another person’s information 
• Duplicate bankruptcy listings 
• Accounts incorrectly connected to the bankruptcy 

If the bankruptcy does not belong to you, treat the matter as a possible mixed-file or identity-theft issue and gather 
supporting documentation. 



No part of this eBook may be copied, reproduced, distributed, resold, or transmitted without written 
permission from the copyright owner, except for brief quotations used for review or reference. 
© 2026 Nalo Ventures Group | All rights reserved. 
 

Bankruptcy reporting time limits 
Bankruptcy information may remain on a consumer report longer than most other negative information. 

The length of time may depend on: 

• The bankruptcy chapter 
• The date of filing or entry 
• Whether the case was discharged or dismissed 
• Applicable federal law 
• State law 
• How the reporting company calculates the reporting period 

Do not assume a bankruptcy must remain on your report for the full possible period if the information is inaccurate, 
incomplete, improperly reported, or cannot be verified. 

A strategy consumers may use to challenge bankruptcy reporting 
Some consumers request written confirmation from the bankruptcy court about whether the court reports 
bankruptcy information to credit bureaus. 

The process may include: 

1. Contacting the bankruptcy court connected to the case. 

2. Requesting confirmation about whether the court furnishes bankruptcy information to credit bureaus. 

3. Including the case number and identifying information. 

4. Including a self-addressed stamped envelope if submitting the request by mail. 

5. Saving the court’s response. 

6. Disputing the bankruptcy with each bureau reporting it. 

7. Uploading the court’s response and the report showing the bankruptcy. 

8. Explaining that the reporting source should be investigated and the information verified. 

9. Submitting a CFPB complaint if the bureau does not properly address the dispute. 

The court letter can support the dispute by showing that the court itself does not furnish monthly bankruptcy 
information to the bureaus. 

However, the letter does not automatically guarantee deletion. The reporting company may state that it obtained the 
information from another public-record source. The dispute should focus on whether the information is accurate, 
properly matched to you, complete, and verifiable. 

Dispute the bankruptcy online 
Go to each credit bureau reporting the bankruptcy and submit a separate dispute. 

Identify: 

• The bankruptcy case 
• The case number 
• What appears inaccurate or unverifiable 
• The documentation supporting your position 
• The correction or deletion requested 

Possible dispute language may include: 
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I am disputing the bankruptcy information identified by case number ______. Please investigate the source, 
accuracy, completeness, and verifiability of this information. The bankruptcy court does not furnish monthly 
bankruptcy information to the credit bureaus. Please remove or correct any information that cannot be properly 
verified. 

Do not copy this language blindly. Explain the facts that apply to your situation. 

Dispute information connected to the bankruptcy 
Bankruptcy may also affect individual accounts that appear on your credit reports. 

Review whether: 

• The account was included in the bankruptcy 
• The account status is accurate 
• The balance is accurate 
• The account is reporting a balance that should not be owed 
• The discharge is reflected correctly 
• The account was included in the bankruptcy but is still being reported as though nothing changed 
• The same debt is listed multiple times 
• A discharged debt is being reported with inaccurate payment activity 

A bankruptcy does not automatically make every account disappear from your reports. Each account must still be 
reported accurately. 

Discharged does not always mean deleted 
A bankruptcy discharge generally affects your legal responsibility for certain debts. It does not necessarily require 
every account connected to the bankruptcy to be deleted from your credit reports. 

The account may still appear, but the balance, status, and payment history must be reported accurately. 

If an account is reporting information that conflicts with the bankruptcy case, compare the account entry with your 
bankruptcy schedules, discharge order, and other court documents. 

Dismissed bankruptcy cases 
A dismissed case is different from a discharged case. 

• A discharge generally means qualifying debts were legally released under the bankruptcy process. 
• A dismissal generally means the case ended without the same discharge result. 

Make sure the report accurately identifies whether the case was dismissed or discharged. 

If a dismissed case is incorrectly reported as discharged, or a discharged case is incorrectly reported as dismissed, 
dispute the specific error. 

Gather supporting documentation 

Useful documents may include: 

• Bankruptcy court response 
• Bankruptcy petition 
• Case docket 
• Discharge order 
• Dismissal order 
• Court correspondence 
• Credit report pages showing the bankruptcy 
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• Identification 
• Proof of address 
• Documents showing the bankruptcy belongs to someone else 
• Documents showing incorrect case details 

Only submit documents relevant to the dispute, and protect unnecessary personal information. 

If the bureau verifies the bankruptcy 

If the bureau verifies the information, review the investigation results carefully. 

You may: 

• Request an explanation of the verification 
• Dispute specific remaining errors 
• Submit additional documentation 
• Contact the reporting source 
• Submit a CFPB complaint 
• Contact your state attorney general 
• Request that a statement of dispute be added to your report 
• Consult a bankruptcy or consumer-rights attorney 

If the bankruptcy is accurate and properly verifiable, removal is not guaranteed simply because it is hurting your 
score. 

Applicable law: Bankruptcy reporting periods are addressed under the FCRA, including 15 U.S.C. § 1681c(a)(1). 
Bankruptcy proceedings themselves are governed by the applicable provisions of Title 11 of the United States Code. 
State law and court procedures may affect sealing, correction, or vacatur requests. 

Chapter 9 takeaway 
Bankruptcy courts generally do not furnish monthly credit information to the major credit bureaus, but bankruptcy 
information may still appear through public-record sources. 

Review: 

• The case number 
• Court 
• Filing date 
• Chapter 
• Case status 
• Discharge or dismissal information 
• Accounts connected to the bankruptcy 

If the information is inaccurate, incomplete, improperly matched, or cannot be verified, dispute it with each bureau 
reporting it. A letter from the bankruptcy court may support the dispute, but no removal is guaranteed. 

The next chapter will explain repossessions, how they are reported, and how to challenge inaccurate repossession 
information. 
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Chapter 10 

Repossessions and Credit Reporting 
A repossession occurs when a lender or creditor takes back property after the borrower fails to meet the agreement. 

The most common example is a vehicle repossession, but repossessions can involve other secured property as well. 

A repossession can affect several parts of your financial profile: 

• Credit reports 
• Collection accounts 
• Deficiency balances 
• Lawsuits 
• Banking accounts 
• Insurance costs 
• Future loan approvals 

A repossession is serious, but it does not mean your financial situation can never improve. 

How repossessions happen 

A repossession may occur after: 

• Missed loan payments 
• Repeated late payments 
• Failure to maintain required insurance 
• A violation of the loan agreement 
• A voluntary surrender of the vehicle or property 
• A lender deciding the account is in default 

The exact rules depend on the contract and state law. 

Some lenders may send notices before taking action. Others may repossess after the account reaches a certain stage 
of default. 

Review your contract and all notices you receive. 

Voluntary surrender versus involuntary repossession 

A voluntary surrender occurs when you return the vehicle or property to the lender. 

An involuntary repossession occurs when the lender takes the property without you voluntarily returning it. 

Both may be reported to the credit bureaus. Voluntarily returning the vehicle does not necessarily erase the debt or 
prevent negative credit reporting. 

However, the account must still be reported accurately. 

What happens after the property is repossessed 

After a repossession, the lender may sell the property. 

If the sale does not cover the balance, the remaining amount may be called a deficiency balance. 

For example: 

• Loan balance: $20,000 
• Sale proceeds: $14,000 
• Repossession and sale fees: $2,000 
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• Possible deficiency balance: $8,000 

The exact amount depends on the loan contract, sale price, fees, credits, insurance payments, and state law. 

A deficiency balance may be: 

• Reported by the original lender 
• Sent to a collection agency 
• Sold to a debt buyer 
• Pursued through a lawsuit 
• Settled or paid 
• Reported incorrectly 

Review the repossession entry 
Check your reports for: 

• The correct lender 
• Correct account number 
• Correct date of first delinquency 
• Correct balance 
• Correct account status 
• Accurate payment history 
• Accurate repossession date 
• Correct sale or surrender information 
• Credits for payments or insurance 
• Accurate deficiency balance 
• Duplicate reporting 
• A collection account connected to the same debt 

Look for information that changes from one bureau to another. 

Different reporting does not automatically mean an error, but significant differences deserve investigation. 

Common repossession errors 
Possible errors include: 

• The account does not belong to you 
• The vehicle was repossessed on the wrong date 
• The wrong balance is reported 
• Payments are missing 
• Insurance proceeds were not credited 
• The sale proceeds were not credited 
• The lender reports a balance after it was paid or settled 
• A voluntary surrender is reported inaccurately 
• The same deficiency balance is reported twice 
• A collection account is reporting an amount different from the original lender 
• The account remains on the report beyond the allowed period 
• The lender reports a new delinquency date to extend reporting 

Do not dispute a repossession simply because it is negative. Identify the exact information that is wrong. 
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Gather your records 
Useful documents may include: 

• Original loan agreement 
• Payment history 
• Repossession notice 
• Vehicle surrender documents 
• Sale notice 
• Sale statement 
• Insurance payment records 
• Settlement agreement 
• Payment receipts 
• Collection letters 
• Account statements 
• Credit reports 
• Communications with the lender 

Compare the lender’s records with what appears on your credit reports. 

Dispute inaccurate repossession information 
You may dispute inaccurate information with: 

1. The credit bureau reporting it 

2. The lender or creditor furnishing the information 

3. A collection agency reporting the deficiency balance 

Your dispute should explain: 

• The account being challenged 
• The specific information that is inaccurate 
• What the correct information should say 
• The documents supporting your position 
• The correction or deletion requested 

Example: 

The reported deficiency balance is inaccurate. The lender’s sale statement shows sale proceeds of $14,000, but the 
credit report does not reflect that credit. Please investigate and correct the balance. 

Another example: 

The reported date of first delinquency is inaccurate. The account was first delinquent in June 2023, but the report 
lists a later date. Please investigate and correct the reporting date. 

Repossession and the statute of limitations 
The time allowed for a creditor to sue for a deficiency balance may depend on state law and the type of contract 
involved. 

The time limit to sue is not always the same as the time an account may appear on a credit report. 

Do not assume: 

• The debt disappeared because the vehicle was repossessed 
• The debt is invalid because the vehicle was sold 
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• The debt is collectible forever 
• Making a payment has no legal consequences 
• The reporting period and lawsuit deadline are the same 

If the debt is old or you are contacted about a lawsuit, consider speaking with a qualified consumer attorney before 
making a payment or admitting the debt. 

If a collector contacts you 
If a debt collector contacts you about a repossession deficiency: 

• Ask for the collector’s name and company 
• Request information about the debt 
• Compare the amount with your records 
• Check whether the debt belongs to you 
• Review the dates 
• Do not ignore written notices 
• Keep copies of all communications 
• Dispute inaccurate information in writing 
• Watch for lawsuit deadlines 

If you receive a lawsuit, respond by the deadline listed in the court papers. Do not assume the case will disappear 
because the debt is old or because you believe the balance is wrong. 

Settlement and payment decisions 
You may have options such as: 

• Paying the balance 
• Negotiating a settlement 
• Requesting a payment plan 
• Disputing an inaccurate balance 
• Defending a lawsuit 
• Seeking legal assistance 

Before agreeing to a settlement, ask for the terms in writing. 

Confirm: 

• The amount required 
• The payment deadline 
• Whether the agreement resolves the full balance 
• Whether the collector will stop collection activity 
• How the account will be reported, if reporting is addressed 
• Whether you will receive a written satisfaction or settlement letter 

Do not assume paying or settling automatically removes the repossession from your credit reports. 

Applicable law: Credit-report disputes and furnisher duties are addressed in 15 U.S.C. §§ 1681i and 1681s-2. 
Repossession, sale, notices, and deficiency issues are also governed by Article 9 of the Uniform Commercial Code 
as adopted and modified by the applicable state, including U.C.C. §§ 9-609 through 9-611. State law controls many 
details. 

Chapter 10 takeaway 
A repossession may result in a negative account, a deficiency balance, a collection account, or a lawsuit. 
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Review: 

• The repossession date 
• Payment history 
• Sale proceeds 
• Fees 
• Insurance credits 
• Deficiency balance 
• Reporting dates 
• Duplicate accounts 
• Collection information 

If the information is inaccurate, incomplete, duplicated, outdated, or connected to someone else, dispute it with the 
credit bureau and the company that supplied the information. 

If the debt is accurate, focus on understanding your legal and financial options rather than expecting automatic 
deletion. 

The next chapter will explain student loans and the ways inaccurate student-loan information may affect your credit 
reports. 
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Chapter 11 

Student Loans and Credit Reporting 
Student loans can affect your credit for many years. They may be reported while you are in school, during 
repayment, while you are in deferment or forbearance, and after the loan becomes delinquent or defaults. 

Student loans can be complicated because the rules may differ depending on whether the loan is: 

• Federal 
• Private 
• Owned by the Department of Education 
• Owned by a private lender 
• Serviced by a separate loan-servicing company 

Before taking action, identify the type of loan and the company currently servicing it. 

How student loans appear on credit reports 
A student-loan entry may include: 

• The lender or loan owner 
• The current servicer 
• Account number 
• Original balance 
• Current balance 
• Monthly payment 
• Payment status 
• Date opened 
• Date updated 
• Delinquency information 
• Default status 
• Rehabilitation or consolidation information 
• Collection status 

Federal student loans may be reported by the Department of Education or its loan servicer. Private student loans are 
generally reported by the private lender or servicer. 

Common student-loan reporting problems 
Review your reports for: 

• A loan that does not belong to you 
• Duplicate reporting 
• Incorrect balance 
• Incorrect payment amount 
• Incorrect loan status 
• A loan listed as delinquent when payments are current 
• A loan listed as in default when it is not 
• Payments not credited 
• Payments applied to the wrong loan 
• Incorrect deferment or forbearance dates 
• Incorrect rehabilitation information 
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• A loan reported after it was paid or discharged 
• A loan that should have been removed because of identity theft 
• A private loan incorrectly reported as federal 
• A federal loan incorrectly reported as private 
• A loan transferred to a new servicer with inaccurate information 

A transfer to a new servicer may cause temporary changes in how information appears. Review the information 
carefully after every transfer. 

Delinquency and default 
A loan is delinquent when a required payment has not been made by the due date. 

If the delinquency continues, the loan may be reported to the credit bureaus. Federal student-loan servicers 
generally report a loan as delinquent after it is significantly past due, often beginning at 90 days. Default usually 
occurs later and depends on the type of loan and applicable rules. 

A delinquency and a default are not the same thing. 

• Delinquency: Payments are past due. 
• Default: The borrower has failed to meet the loan’s requirements for a longer period, and the loan has entered a 

more serious collection status. 

Do not wait until a loan reaches default before contacting the servicer. Ask about repayment options as soon as you 
realize you may miss a payment. 

Federal student-loan options 
Depending on your situation, federal student-loan options may include: 

• Income-driven repayment 
• Deferment 
• Forbearance 
• Loan rehabilitation 
• Loan consolidation 
• Repayment-plan changes 
• Discharge programs 
• Forgiveness programs 
• Temporary hardship options 

Eligibility and requirements vary. Use official Federal Student Aid resources or contact your current servicer before 
making a decision. 

Loan rehabilitation 
Loan rehabilitation may be available for some federal student loans in default. 

Under the rehabilitation process, the borrower generally agrees to make a series of qualifying payments based on 
income and expenses. 

For eligible federal loans, after the required rehabilitation payments are completed, the Department of Education 
will request that the record of default be removed from the borrower’s credit history. 

However, previous late payments may continue to appear. Rehabilitation does not erase every negative mark 
connected to the loan, and it does not guarantee a specific credit-score increase. studentaid.gov 
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Loan consolidation 
Consolidation combines eligible federal loans into a new federal loan. 

Consolidation may help a borrower leave default or create a new repayment structure, depending on the 
circumstances. 

However, consolidation does not automatically erase all previous delinquency information. Review how the original 
loans and the new consolidated loan are being reported. 

Do not assume that consolidation and rehabilitation have the same credit-reporting results. 

Student-loan forgiveness and discharge 
Forgiveness and discharge are not the same thing. 

• Forgiveness may cancel some or all remaining eligible debt after the borrower meets specific requirements. 
• Discharge may cancel a loan because of circumstances such as school closure, total and permanent disability, 

borrower defense, or other qualifying conditions. 

Approval is not automatic. A loan being forgiven or discharged does not always mean every historical credit entry 
disappears. 

After forgiveness or discharge, review: 

• The account balance 
• Account status 
• Date updated 
• Payment history 
• Collection status 
• Any remaining balance 

If the report does not reflect the approved forgiveness or discharge accurately, dispute the error with the credit 
bureaus and the loan servicer or lender. 

Private student loans 
Private student loans do not always offer the same protections or repayment options as federal loans. 

A private lender may have different rules for: 

• Deferment 
• Forbearance 
• Settlement 
• Default 
• Cosigner release 
• Rehabilitation 
• Discharge 
• Lawsuits 
• Credit reporting 

Review the loan agreement and contact the private lender directly. 

If a private student-loan collector contacts you, request information about the debt and review the account for 
accuracy. 

Disputing student-loan errors 
Dispute inaccurate student-loan information with: 
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1. The credit bureau reporting the error 

2. The student-loan servicer or lender furnishing the information 

Identify: 

• The loan 
• The specific error 
• What the correct information should be 
• The documents supporting your position 
• The correction requested 

Examples: 

My student loan is reporting a delinquent status, but the servicer’s payment history shows that my payments were 
current during this period. Please investigate and correct the reporting. 

The same student loan is listed twice with the same account history and balance. Please investigate and remove the 
duplicate entry. 

My federal student loan was rehabilitated, but the default notation remains on my credit report. Please review the 
rehabilitation history and correct the reporting. 

Supporting documents 
Useful documents may include: 

• Payment confirmations 
• Bank statements 
• Servicer account history 
• Deferment or forbearance approval 
• Rehabilitation agreement 
• Rehabilitation payment history 
• Consolidation documents 
• Forgiveness or discharge approval 
• School records 
• Identity-theft report 
• Loan statements 
• Correspondence with the servicer 
• Credit-report pages showing the error 

Submit clear copies and protect unnecessary account information. 

Servicer problems 
Contact the servicer first when the issue involves: 

• Missing payments 
• Incorrect payment application 
• Incorrect balance 
• Incorrect repayment plan 
• Transfer problems 
• Missing deferment or forbearance 
• Incorrect default status 
• Errors after rehabilitation or consolidation 
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Keep a record of: 

• Date of each contact 
• Name of the representative 
• Case or reference number 
• What the representative promised 
• Documents submitted 
• Expected response date 

If the problem is not resolved, you may consider submitting a complaint through the appropriate federal student-
loan or consumer-protection channel. 

Student-loan identity theft 
If someone used your identity to obtain a student loan, do not treat the account like an ordinary delinquency. 

Take steps to: 

• Report the identity theft 
• Contact the loan owner and servicer 
• Review all three major credit reports 
• Review specialty reports when appropriate 
• Dispute the fraudulent loan 
• Provide the required identity-theft documentation 
• Monitor for additional fraudulent accounts 

Do not make payments on a fraudulent loan without understanding how doing so may affect your dispute. 

Applicable law: Student-loan credit-reporting disputes may involve the FCRA, including 15 U.S.C. §§ 1681i and 
1681s-2, the Higher Education Act and its implementing regulations for federal loans, and the loan agreement for 
private loans. Federal and private student loans do not follow identical rules. 

Chapter 11 takeaway 
Student loans can affect your credit through balances, payment history, delinquency, default, collections, and 
servicing errors. 

Start by identifying: 

• Whether the loan is federal or private 
• Who owns the loan 
• Who services the loan 
• Whether the account is current, delinquent, or in default 
• Whether the information matches your records 

If the reporting is inaccurate, dispute it with the credit bureau and the lender or servicer. If the loan is in default, 
research legitimate options such as rehabilitation, consolidation, repayment plans, or other available programs. 

No program guarantees removal of every negative student-loan entry or a specific credit-score increase. 

The next chapter will explain collections and debt validation. 
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Chapter 12 

Collections and Debt Validation 
A collection account usually appears after an original creditor claims that an account was not paid as agreed and 
sends or sells the debt to another company for collection. 

Collections may involve: 

• Credit cards 
• Medical bills 
• Personal loans 
• Utility accounts 
• Apartment balances 
• Cellphone accounts 
• Student loans 
• Auto-loan deficiency balances 
• Retail accounts 
• Other unpaid obligations 

A collection account can affect your credit reports, your ability to qualify for housing, and your relationship with 
debt collectors. 

The original creditor and the debt collector 

The original creditor is the company you originally owed. 

Examples include: 

• A credit-card company 
• A hospital 
• A landlord 
• A bank 
• A utility company 
• An auto lender 

A debt collector is a company attempting to collect a debt for another business or after purchasing the debt. 

The collector may have a different name from the original creditor. That does not automatically mean the debt is 
invalid. 

What to review before responding 

When you receive a collection notice, review: 

• Your name 
• The original creditor 
• The collector’s name 
• The account number 
• The amount claimed 
• Interest and fees 
• The date of the debt 
• The date of the collection notice 
• Whether you recognize the account 
• Whether you already paid or settled it 
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• Whether the account may belong to someone else 

Do not assume the amount is correct simply because it appears on a letter or credit report. 

The validation notice 
A debt collector generally must provide information about the debt. This is often called a validation notice. 

The notice may identify: 

• The amount allegedly owed 
• The name of the creditor 
• A statement that you have the right to dispute the debt 
• Instructions for requesting additional information 
• The deadline for submitting a written dispute 

Read the notice carefully. Keep the envelope, letter, email, or electronic message. 

When to request validation 
You may request validation when: 

• You do not recognize the debt 
• The amount is wrong 
• You believe the debt was already paid 
• The account belongs to someone else 
• The collector has not identified the original creditor 
• The account is too old or the dates appear wrong 
• The collector is reporting information you believe is inaccurate 
• You need documentation before deciding what to do 

A validation request is not an admission that you owe the debt. 

The 30-day written-dispute period 
If you dispute the debt or request additional information in writing within the applicable 30-day period after 
receiving the validation notice, the collector generally must pause collection activity on the disputed amount until it 
provides verification. 

The exact rules can depend on how and when the notice was delivered and the type of communication involved. 

Do not wait if you believe the debt is wrong. Submit your written dispute as soon as possible. 

What to request 
You may ask the collector to provide information such as: 

• The name of the original creditor 
• The amount allegedly owed 
• An itemized balance 
• The account number 
• The date of the alleged obligation 
• Documentation showing the debt is connected to you 
• Information showing the collector has authority to collect 
• The name of the current creditor 
• Payment history, when relevant 
• Copies of agreements or account records, when available 
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You do not need to use complicated legal language. Clearly explain what information you dispute or need. 

Example: 

I dispute this debt and request information sufficient to identify the original creditor, the amount claimed, the 
account number, and the basis for stating that I owe this balance. Please provide verification and pause collection 
activity on the disputed amount as required by applicable law. 

Validation is not always the same as every document you want 

A collector may not be required to provide every document you request or prove every part of a lawsuit through a 
validation letter. 

Debt validation is part of the collection process. If a lawsuit is filed, the court process has separate rules and 
deadlines. 

Do not confuse a request for validation with a response to a lawsuit. If you are served with court papers, you must 
respond by the deadline in those papers. 

Dispute credit-report information separately 
A debt-validation request to a collector is not always the same as a credit-report dispute. 

If the collection account appears on your credit report, dispute inaccurate information with: 

1. The credit bureau reporting the account 

2. The debt collector or company furnishing the information 

Explain the specific error and provide supporting documents. 

Examples: 

• The amount is incorrect. 
• The account does not belong to me. 
• The account is duplicated. 
• The debt was paid. 
• The collector is reporting the wrong date. 
• The collection is connected to the wrong original creditor. 
• The information is too old to report. 
• The account resulted from identity theft. 

Do not ignore collection letters 
Ignoring collection letters does not automatically make the debt disappear. 

Ignoring them may cause you to miss: 

• A validation-dispute deadline 
• A settlement opportunity 
• A credit-reporting error 
• A lawsuit 
• A court-answer deadline 
• A request for documentation 
• A notice about the sale or transfer of the debt 

You do not have to pay a debt immediately simply because a collector contacts you. However, you should read the 
communication and decide what action is appropriate. 
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Be careful before making a payment 
Before paying an old debt, review: 

• Whether the debt belongs to you 
• Whether the amount is correct 
• Whether the debt is within the applicable lawsuit deadline 
• Whether the collector has authority to collect 
• Whether making a payment could affect your legal rights under state law 
• Whether you can afford the payment 
• Whether the agreement will resolve the full balance 

State laws differ. In some situations, acknowledging or paying an old debt may affect the time period for legal 
collection. Consider speaking with a qualified attorney before making a payment on an old or disputed debt. 

Settling a collection 
If you decide to settle, get the agreement in writing before paying. 

The written agreement should identify: 

• The collector 
• The account 
• The total amount claimed 
• The settlement amount 
• The payment date or schedule 
• Whether the amount resolves the entire debt 
• What happens after the final payment 
• How the account will be handled after settlement, if reporting is addressed 

Do not rely only on a phone representative’s promise. 

Keep: 

• The written settlement agreement 
• Payment confirmations 
• Canceled checks 
• Emails 
• Account statements 
• Final letters 

Paying or settling a collection does not automatically require the account to be deleted from your credit report. 

Collectors and credit reporting 
A debt collector may report a collection account to a consumer reporting company if it follows applicable rules. 

Review the information for: 

• Correct account ownership 
• Correct balance 
• Correct original creditor 
• Correct dates 
• Accurate account status 
• Duplicate reporting 
• Proper handling of disputes 
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If you dispute the debt with the collector, make sure any credit report also accurately reflects the dispute when 
required. 

Medical collections 
Medical debt may be treated differently depending on the amount, age, payment status, and current reporting rules. 

Do not rely on old information from social media or outdated credit-repair videos. Check the current rules when 
reviewing medical collections. 

If a medical account is inaccurate, duplicated, paid, connected to the wrong person, or otherwise improperly 
reported, dispute it with the credit bureau and the furnisher. 

Student-loan collections 
Student-loan collections may involve different rules and agencies than ordinary consumer debts. 

If a collector contacts you about a student loan: 

• Identify whether it is federal or private 
• Confirm the loan owner 
• Request information about the debt 
• Check your Federal Student Aid account when applicable 
• Review the credit-report information 
• Dispute inaccurate reporting 
• Research available repayment, rehabilitation, or consolidation options 

Do not assume a student-loan collection follows the same process as a credit-card collection. 

Collector misconduct 
Debt collectors generally cannot: 

• Harass you 
• Threaten violence 
• Use false statements 
• Pretend to be law enforcement 
• Threaten actions they cannot legally take 
• Publicly disclose your debt improperly 
• Contact you at times or places you have identified as inconvenient 
• Continue certain collection activity after a timely written dispute without providing the required information 

Save evidence of potential violations, including: 

• Letters 
• Emails 
• Voicemails 
• Text messages 
• Call logs 
• Screenshots 
• Names of representatives 
• Dates and times 
• Statements made during calls 

Do not secretly record calls unless you understand the recording laws that apply in your state. 

When to file a complaint 
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You may consider filing a complaint with the CFPB or another appropriate agency when: 

• The collector will not provide basic information 
• The collector reports inaccurate information 
• The collector continues improper collection activity 
• You believe the collector used false or threatening statements 
• The company does not correct documented errors 
• You cannot resolve the issue directly 

A complaint does not automatically cancel a debt or guarantee payment to you. 

Applicable law: Debt-collection conduct and validation rights are addressed in the Fair Debt Collection Practices 
Act, 15 U.S.C. §§ 1692–1692p, including 15 U.S.C. § 1692g. Credit-report disputes involving collections are 
addressed in 15 U.S.C. §§ 1681i and 1681s-2. 

Chapter 12 takeaway 
When a debt collector contacts you: 

1. Read the notice carefully. 

2. Confirm who is collecting and what debt is being claimed. 

3. Dispute the debt or request validation when appropriate. 

4. Submit disputes in writing. 

5. Dispute inaccurate credit-report information separately. 

6. Keep records of everything. 

7. Do not ignore letters or court papers. 

8. Get settlement agreements in writing. 

9. Check legal deadlines before paying an old debt. 

10. Seek legal help when the situation involves a lawsuit, garnishment, or possible rights violation. 

The next chapter will explain what to do when a creditor or debt collector files a lawsuit. 
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Chapter 13 

When a Creditor or Debt Collector Sues You 
Receiving a lawsuit from a creditor or debt collector can be stressful, especially when you are already dealing with 
financial pressure. 

The most important thing to understand is this: 

Do not ignore the lawsuit. 

A lawsuit does not automatically mean the creditor will win. It means the creditor or collector has started a legal 
case and you must respond according to the instructions and deadline in the court papers. 

A collection letter is not the same as a lawsuit 

A collection letter or phone call is different from being served with court papers. 

A lawsuit may include: 

• A petition or complaint 
• A summons 
• The name of the plaintiff 
• The name of the defendant 
• The amount being claimed 
• The court where the case was filed 
• A case number 
• Instructions for responding 
• A deadline to file an answer 

Read every page carefully. 

Do not assume a letter from a collector is a lawsuit, and do not assume a lawsuit is only another collection letter. 

Confirm that you were properly served 

Service rules vary by state and court. 

You may be served by: 

• A process server 
• A sheriff or constable 
• Certified mail 
• Personal delivery 
• Another method allowed by state law 

Do not assume that avoiding service makes the lawsuit disappear. If you receive actual notice of the case, review the 
papers and determine what deadline applies. 

If you are unsure whether service was proper, contact the court clerk, legal aid, or an attorney. 

Find the response deadline 

The response deadline may be based on: 

• The date you were served 
• The date listed on the summons 
• A specific number of days 
• Court rules 
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• The type of case 
• The court where the case was filed 

The deadline may be different depending on your state and whether the case is in small claims, justice court, county 
court, or another court. 

Write the deadline on your calendar and begin preparing immediately. 

Do not rely on information from another state or another person’s lawsuit. 

What happens if you do not respond? 

If you do not respond, the plaintiff may request a default judgment. 

A default judgment may allow the creditor or collector to seek: 

• A money judgment 
• Court costs 
• Interest 
• Wage garnishment, where allowed 
• Bank-account restraints or levies, where allowed 
• Property liens 
• Other collection remedies permitted by law 

The rules vary by state. Some income and property may be protected or exempt. 

Ignoring the lawsuit can make it harder to raise defenses later. 

Filing an answer 

An answer is your formal response to the complaint. 

Depending on your state and court, you may be able to: 

• File online 
• File in person 
• File by mail 
• Use a court-approved form 
• Request help from the clerk 
• Obtain assistance from legal aid 

An answer generally responds to the statements in the complaint by: 

• Admitting something is true 
• Denying something is true 
• Stating that you do not have enough information to admit or deny it 

Do not admit facts simply because you are nervous or because a debt may once have existed. 

Read each statement carefully. 

Possible defenses and issues to investigate 

The correct defense depends on the facts and the law. Possible issues may include: 

• The debt does not belong to you 
• The amount is incorrect 
• The plaintiff is not the correct creditor 
• The collector cannot show authority to sue 
• The account was already paid 
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• The debt was settled 
• The balance does not include credits or payments 
• The lawsuit was filed after the legal deadline 
• The plaintiff sued the wrong person 
• The plaintiff failed to provide required information 
• The account resulted from identity theft 
• The plaintiff cannot prove the contract 
• The service of process was improper 
• The information in the complaint is incomplete or inaccurate 

Do not assume a debt is invalid because the collector does not immediately provide every document you request. 
The court process has rules for requesting evidence and challenging the plaintiff’s claims. 

Requesting documentation 

You may need documentation such as: 

• Original agreement 
• Account statements 
• Payment history 
• Assignment or sale records 
• Account balance calculations 
• Collection notes 
• Evidence connecting the debt to you 
• Evidence showing the plaintiff owns or has authority to collect the debt 

The process for requesting documents depends on the court and stage of the case. 

Some courts allow discovery requests. Others, especially small-claims courts, use simpler procedures. 

Follow the court’s rules and deadlines. 

Debt validation does not replace a court answer 

A debt-validation letter may be useful when a collector contacts you outside of court. 

However, sending a validation request does not automatically replace your obligation to respond to a lawsuit. 

If you have been served: 

1. Follow the court papers. 

2. File your answer by the deadline. 

3. Continue requesting or reviewing documentation through the proper court process. 

4. Attend hearings when required. 

Never assume a collector must stop a lawsuit simply because you sent a validation letter. 

Attend court hearings 

If the court schedules a hearing, attend it. 

Bring: 

• Your court papers 
• Your answer 
• Account statements 
• Payment records 
• Letters 
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• Dispute results 
• Settlement offers 
• Notes about the debt 
• Questions you want answered 

Arrive early and dress appropriately. Speak respectfully and answer only what is asked. 

If you do not understand what is happening, ask the court whether you may request a continuance or obtain legal 
assistance. 

Consider settlement carefully 

You may be able to settle before trial or before judgment. 

Before agreeing, ask for the terms in writing. 

The agreement should state: 

• The total amount to be paid 
• The payment schedule 
• The due dates 
• Whether the settlement resolves the entire debt 
• Whether the lawsuit will be dismissed 
• Whether a judgment will be entered 
• What happens after final payment 
• How the account will be reported, if credit reporting is addressed 
• Who is responsible for court costs 

Do not rely on a verbal promise. 

If you are already in court, make sure the settlement is properly filed or documented according to the court’s 
requirements. 

If a judgment is entered 

A judgment is a court order stating that money is owed. 

A judgment may allow the creditor to pursue collection methods permitted by state law. 

Depending on your state, those methods may include: 

• Wage garnishment 
• Bank-account levy 
• Property lien 
• Post-judgment discovery 
• Additional interest and costs 

Some types of income and property may be exempt. Exemption rules vary greatly. 

If you receive a notice about garnishment or a bank levy, act quickly. Legal aid or a consumer-rights attorney may 
help you determine whether the collection action is allowed. 

Can you challenge a judgment? 

In some circumstances, a person may ask the court to set aside or vacate a judgment. 

Possible reasons may include: 

• You were not properly served 
• You did not receive legally required notice 
• The judgment was entered by mistake 
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• The debt was already paid 
• The judgment involved identity theft 
• The plaintiff used inaccurate information 
• You had a legally valid reason for missing the deadline 

Deadlines can be short. Do not assume a judgment is permanent without reviewing your options. 

When the collector may have violated your rights 

A collector’s conduct may create a legal claim if the collector: 

• Used false statements 
• Threatened actions it could not legally take 
• Harassed you 
• Contacted others improperly about your debt 
• Continued prohibited collection activity after a timely dispute 
• Reported inaccurate information 
• Sued after the applicable legal deadline 
• Failed to follow required notice procedures 

Whether you have a claim depends on the facts, the law, and the available evidence. 

Save: 

• Letters 
• Emails 
• Text messages 
• Voicemails 
• Call logs 
• Court papers 
• Credit reports 
• Dispute results 
• Payment records 
• Notes about conversations 

Do not secretly record conversations unless you understand your state’s recording laws. 

Can you sue and get paid? 

A person may be able to bring a legal claim when a creditor, debt collector, or reporting company violates federal or 
state law. 

Potential remedies may include: 

• Actual financial damages 
• Statutory damages 
• Additional damages for certain conduct 
• Attorney fees 
• Court costs 
• Other relief allowed by law 

However, filing a lawsuit does not guarantee that you will win or receive money. 

A qualified consumer-rights attorney can review the facts, identify possible violations, calculate potential damages, 
and determine whether the case is worth pursuing. 

Legal aid may be available for people who cannot afford an attorney. 
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Applicable law: Lawsuits, service, answers, judgments, garnishment, exemptions, and motions to vacate are 
governed primarily by state law and the rules of the court where the case was filed. The FDCPA may also apply to 
certain collection conduct, including 15 U.S.C. § 1692f and § 1692k. Court deadlines control; a validation request 
does not replace an answer. 

Chapter 13 takeaway 
If you are sued over a debt: 

1. Read every page of the court papers. 

2. Confirm the response deadline. 

3. File an answer on time. 

4. Do not rely on a debt-validation letter instead of answering. 

5. Review whether the debt, amount, plaintiff, and service are accurate. 

6. Request documentation through the proper court process. 

7. Attend every required hearing. 

8. Get settlements in writing. 

9. Respond quickly to any judgment or garnishment notice. 

10. Seek legal assistance when necessary. 

The next chapter will explain CFPB complaints, escalation options, and how to document problems with creditors, 
collectors, lenders, and reporting companies. 
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Chapter 14 

CFPB Complaints and Other Escalation Options 
A complaint can be useful when a company does not properly address a documented problem. It creates a formal 
record and gives the company an opportunity to review and respond. 

A complaint is not a guaranteed way to remove an account, cancel a debt, increase your score, or receive money. 

Before filing a complaint, organize your records and make sure you understand the issue you are reporting. 

When to consider a CFPB complaint 

A CFPB complaint may be appropriate when: 

• A credit bureau does not properly investigate a dispute 
• A company continues reporting information you believe is inaccurate 
• A debt collector does not address a valid written dispute 
• A lender reports incorrect payment information 
• A student-loan servicer mishandles your account 
• A company does not provide access to your consumer report 
• A company mishandles an identity-theft dispute 
• A debt collector uses misleading or abusive collection practices 
• A bank, lender, or financial company does not respond to your concerns 
• You believe a company violated consumer-financial laws 

The CFPB accepts complaints about many financial products and services, including credit reporting, debt 
collection, bank accounts, credit cards, auto loans, mortgages, personal loans, and student loans. 

Submit the dispute first when appropriate 

A CFPB complaint is not always a replacement for a direct dispute. 

When the issue concerns inaccurate reporting, you should generally: 

1. Review the report. 

2. Identify the specific error. 

3. Dispute the error with the reporting company. 

4. Dispute it with the company that furnished the information. 

5. Save the dispute confirmation and results. 

6. File a CFPB complaint if the issue remains unresolved. 

For identity theft, follow the identity-theft process explained in Chapter 5. 

If the matter involves an urgent lawsuit, garnishment, foreclosure, repossession, or court deadline, do not wait for a 
CFPB response. Address the court or legal deadline separately. 

What to include in a complaint 

A strong complaint should explain: 

• What happened 
• When it happened 
• Which company was involved 
• Which account or product is involved 
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• What information is inaccurate or improper 
• What you already did to resolve the issue 
• What response you received 
• What outcome you are requesting 

Use plain language. You do not need to fill the complaint with complicated legal terms. 

Example: 

Experian is reporting a collection account with an incorrect balance. I disputed the account on September 10, 2026, 
and uploaded statements showing the correct amount. The investigation did not correct the balance. I am requesting 
that Experian and the furnisher review the supporting documents and correct any inaccurate information. 

Upload supporting documents 

Depending on the complaint, useful documents may include: 

• Credit-report pages 
• Dispute confirmations 
• Investigation results 
• Account statements 
• Payment records 
• Settlement agreements 
• Identity-theft documents 
• Identification 
• Proof of address 
• Collection letters 
• Court documents 
• Student-loan records 
• Correspondence with the company 

Upload only documents related to the complaint. 

Protect unnecessary personal information. If the last four digits identify an account, consider redacting the 
remaining digits unless the full information is required. 

Identify each company involved 

If more than one company is involved, identify each company clearly. 

For example: 

• Equifax reported the account. 
• ABC Collections furnished the information. 
• The original creditor was XYZ Bank. 
• The account was connected to identity theft. 
• A CFPB complaint was submitted regarding the company’s handling of the dispute. 

Do not assume a complaint against one company automatically addresses every company involved. 

Explain the solution you want 

State what you are requesting. 

Possible requests include: 

• Correct the balance 
• Remove a duplicate account 
• Correct the payment history 
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• Remove an account that does not belong to you 
• Correct the account status 
• Update a paid or settled account 
• Investigate an identity-theft claim 
• Stop reporting inaccurate information 
• Provide a copy of the report 
• Explain the investigation results 
• Correct information in a specialty consumer report 

Be specific and reasonable. 

Do not demand a guaranteed score increase or removal of accurate negative information. 

Keep the complaint confirmation 

After submitting the complaint, save: 

• Complaint number 
• Submission date 
• Company selected 
• Documents uploaded 
• Written explanation 
• Company response 
• Any follow-up communications 

The company may respond through the CFPB system. Read the response carefully. 

A company’s response may: 

• Correct the information 
• Explain its position 
• Request additional information 
• State that it verified the information 
• Deny responsibility 
• Refer you to another company 
• Offer a resolution 

A response does not automatically mean the company handled the matter correctly. Compare it with your records. 

Respond to the company’s response 

If the problem is not resolved, explain why. 

For example: 

• The response did not address the specific error. 
• The company relied on information that is still incorrect. 
• The balance remains wrong. 
• The account still does not belong to you. 
• The company did not explain how it verified the information. 
• The response addressed a different issue. 
• The documentation provided was ignored. 

Keep your response factual and organized. 

Other places to escalate 

The CFPB is not the only agency that may be useful. 
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Depending on the issue, you may also consider: 

• Federal Trade Commission for identity-theft reporting and certain consumer-protection concerns 
• Your state attorney general 
• Your state consumer-protection agency 
• Your state banking or financial regulator 
• Federal Student Aid or the Department of Education for federal student-loan issues 
• The appropriate federal banking regulator 
• The Federal Trade Commission for certain debt-collection and reporting issues 
• A qualified consumer-rights attorney 
• Legal aid 
• The court handling your lawsuit 

The appropriate agency depends on the company, product, and type of problem. 

Complaints involving identity theft 
For identity theft, first complete the process at IdentityTheft.gov. 

Save the documents generated by the website. 

When submitting a complaint about the credit bureaus, include the documents requested by the CFPB complaint 
process, such as: 

• IdentityTheft.gov identity-theft report 
• Identification 
• Proof of address 

Identify each bureau involved and explain what fraudulent information is being reported. 

Complaints involving debt collectors 
When complaining about a debt collector, include: 

• Collector’s name 
• Original creditor 
• Account information 
• Dates of contact 
• Collection letters 
• Written disputes 
• Validation requests 
• Credit-report information 
• Evidence of inaccurate or abusive conduct 

Do not exaggerate or include facts you cannot support. 

Complaints involving student loans 
For student-loan complaints, identify: 

• Whether the loan is federal or private 
• The loan owner 
• The servicer 
• The account number 
• The problem 
• Payment records 
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• Servicer correspondence 
• Dispute results 
• The specific correction requested 

Student-loan issues may require contacting the servicer, Federal Student Aid, the Department of Education, or 
another appropriate agency. 

A complaint is not a lawsuit 
A complaint does not replace: 

• A court answer 
• A lawsuit response 
• A bankruptcy filing 
• A motion 
• An appeal 
• A request to stop garnishment 
• A legal demand required by state law 

If you have been served with court papers, follow the court deadline even if you have submitted a complaint. 

When to speak with an attorney 
Consider speaking with a qualified attorney when: 

• You are being sued 
• Your wages or bank account are being garnished 
• You believe identity theft caused major losses 
• A company continues reporting information that is clearly inaccurate 
• You believe a company violated federal or state law 
• You are considering suing a creditor, collector, or reporting company 
• You are dealing with bankruptcy or foreclosure 
• The issue involves a large amount of money 
• You are unsure of a legal deadline 

Some consumer-rights attorneys offer free consultations or only collect fees if they recover money. Ask about fees, 
deadlines, and the attorney’s experience before hiring anyone. 

Applicable law: CFPB complaints are an administrative consumer-protection tool, not a private lawsuit. Potential 
claims involving credit reporting or debt collection may arise under the FCRA, 15 U.S.C. §§ 1681n and 1681o, or 
the FDCPA, 15 U.S.C. § 1692k, depending on the facts. State-law remedies may also apply. 

Chapter 14 takeaway 
A CFPB complaint can help create a record and give a company an opportunity to respond. 

A strong complaint is: 

• Specific 
• Factual 
• Organized 
• Supported by documents 
• Focused on one company or clearly separated companies 
• Clear about the solution requested 
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Submit a direct dispute first when appropriate, keep every confirmation number, and never allow a complaint to 
replace a court deadline or legal response. 
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Chapter 15 

Freezes, Fraud Alerts, and Protecting Your Identity 
Credit repair is not only about correcting past problems. It is also about preventing new problems from being 
created. 

If someone has your personal information, they may try to: 

• Open credit cards 
• Apply for loans 
• Open bank accounts 
• Obtain utilities 
• Rent an apartment 
• Use your information for employment or insurance 
• Create collection accounts 
• Use your identity to commit fraud 

Freezes, fraud alerts, monitoring, and strong account security can help reduce these risks. 

What is a security freeze? 
A security freeze restricts access to your consumer report. 

When a freeze is active, a company generally cannot access your report to approve new credit unless you lift the 
freeze or provide access through the company’s process. 

You must generally contact each nationwide credit reporting company separately: 

• Equifax 
• Experian 
• TransUnion 

Freezing one report does not automatically freeze the others. 

A security freeze can help prevent someone from opening new accounts in your name, but it does not remove 
existing accounts or correct inaccurate information. 

What a freeze does not do 
A freeze does not: 

• Delete negative accounts 
• Improve your credit score 
• Correct errors 
• Stop all identity theft 
• Stop account takeovers 
• Prevent someone from using existing accounts 
• Guarantee that every company will be unable to access information 
• Stop all employment, insurance, housing, or government-related inquiries 

A freeze is a protection tool. It is not a credit-repair strategy. 

When to place a freeze 
Consider placing a freeze when: 
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• You are a victim of identity theft 
• You discover an account you did not open 
• Your personal information was exposed in a data breach 
• You lose important identification documents 
• You are not applying for new credit soon 
• You want to prevent new accounts from being opened in your name 
• You suspect someone is using your Social Security number 

You may place a freeze even if you have not yet confirmed identity theft. 

Temporarily lifting a freeze 
If you plan to apply for: 

• A credit card 
• An auto loan 
• A mortgage 
• An apartment 
• Utilities 
• Insurance 
• A bank account 
• Another service requiring a consumer report 

Ask the company which reporting agency it uses. 

You may be able to temporarily lift the freeze for a specific period or allow access for a specific company. 

After the application process is complete, confirm that the freeze is active again. 

Keep your freeze information secure 
Save: 

• Confirmation emails 
• PINs 
• Passwords 
• Security questions 
• Account recovery information 
• The date the freeze was placed 
• The date it was lifted 
• The company for which it was lifted 

Do not store this information in an unsecured note or share it with people who do not need it. 

Freezing specialty reports 
Specialty reporting companies may have separate freeze processes. 

Depending on your situation, review freeze options for: 

• ChexSystems 
• Early Warning Services 
• Innovis 
• LexisNexis 
• NCTUE 
• Tenant-screening companies 
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• Employment-screening companies 
• Insurance-reporting companies 

A freeze with Equifax, Experian, and TransUnion does not automatically freeze every specialty report. 

Freezing every report may not be necessary for every person. Focus on the reports connected to your identity-theft, 
banking, housing, utility, or employment concerns. 

What is a fraud alert? 
A fraud alert asks companies to take additional steps to verify your identity before opening new credit. 

A fraud alert is different from a freeze. 

• A freeze restricts access to your report. 
• A fraud alert tells businesses to verify that the applicant is really you. 

You usually place an initial fraud alert with one nationwide credit bureau, and that bureau generally notifies the 
other two. 

A fraud alert may be useful if: 

• You suspect identity theft 
• You are concerned someone may apply for credit in your name 
• You want additional identity verification without fully freezing your reports 
• You are actively applying for credit and do not want to lift a freeze each time 

Types of fraud alerts 
Different fraud-alert periods may apply depending on your situation. 

An initial fraud alert is generally available for a limited period. An extended fraud alert may be available to identity-
theft victims who provide the required documentation. Active-duty military members may have additional alert 
options. 

Because requirements and procedures can change, verify the current rules with the official credit bureau or 
government source. 

Fraud alert limitations 
A fraud alert does not: 

• Remove fraudulent accounts 
• Correct credit-report errors 
• Guarantee that every company will verify your identity 
• Stop all account takeover activity 
• Prevent someone from using an existing account 
• Guarantee approval or denial of an application 

If fraudulent information already appears, you still need to dispute it. 

Credit locks and freezes are not always the same 
Some credit-monitoring companies offer a “credit lock” feature. 

A lock may be convenient, but it is not always the same legal protection as a security freeze. The terms may differ 
depending on the company or product. 

Before using a lock, read: 

• What the lock does 
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• What it does not do 
• Whether it costs money 
• How to unlock the report 
• Whether access is limited for certain companies 
• What happens if the service ends 

If your goal is formal identity-theft protection, review the security-freeze option provided by the reporting company. 

Monitor your existing accounts 
Freezes and alerts focus mainly on new-account fraud. You should also monitor accounts you already have. 

Review: 

• Bank statements 
• Credit-card statements 
• Loan accounts 
• Utility accounts 
• Insurance accounts 
• Email alerts 
• Password-reset notifications 
• Credit reports 
• Banking reports 

Report unauthorized activity to the company immediately. 

Protect your personal information 
Good identity-protection habits include: 

• Use unique passwords 
• Enable two-factor authentication 
• Avoid sending sensitive documents through unsecured channels 
• Shred documents containing personal information 
• Do not share your Social Security number unless necessary 
• Verify who is requesting your information 
• Avoid clicking unknown links 
• Review account alerts 
• Keep devices updated 
• Secure your email account 
• Do not leave financial documents in public areas 

Your email account is especially important because it may be used to reset passwords for financial accounts. 

Review your reports regularly 
Check your reports when: 

• You are preparing to apply for credit 
• You receive a denial 
• You suspect identity theft 
• You receive unfamiliar collection calls 
• Your information may have been exposed 
• You notice unfamiliar inquiries 
• You receive unexpected account notices 
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Save reports from different dates so you can compare changes over time. 

Applicable law: Fraud alerts and security freezes are addressed in the FCRA, including 15 U.S.C. §§ 1681c-1 and 
1681t. State law may provide additional identity-theft protections. A private credit lock is not necessarily the same 
as a statutory security freeze. 

Chapter 15 takeaway 
A freeze, fraud alert, or monitoring service can help protect your identity, but each tool works differently. 

Remember: 

• A freeze restricts access to your report. 
• A fraud alert asks companies to verify your identity. 
• A credit lock may be a private company feature with different terms. 
• A dispute challenges inaccurate information. 
• Monitoring helps you notice changes. 
• None of these tools guarantees complete protection. 

Choose the protection that fits your situation and review your accounts and consumer reports regularly. 
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Chapter 16 

Rebuilding With Primary Credit Accounts 
Correcting inaccurate information is only one part of rebuilding your credit. You also need positive information 
reporting over time. 

The most dependable way to build your own credit profile is through accounts opened and managed in your own 
name. 

These are called primary accounts. 

What is a primary account? 
A primary account is an account for which you applied and are legally responsible. 

Examples include: 

• Credit cards 
• Secured credit cards 
• Personal loans 
• Auto loans 
• Student loans 
• Credit-builder loans 
• Retail accounts 
• Mortgages 

When you are the primary account holder, the account becomes part of your own credit history if the lender reports 
it to the consumer reporting companies. 

Primary accounts versus authorized-user accounts 
An authorized user is someone added to another person’s credit-card account. 

The authorized user may receive the benefit of the account’s payment history and available credit, depending on the 
lender and scoring model. 

However, an authorized-user account: 

• Is controlled by someone else 
• Can be removed by the primary account holder 
• May not be reported by every lender 
• May not be used the same way by every scoring model 
• Does not show that you personally manage your own account 
• Does not create the same responsibility as a primary account 

Authorized-user accounts may be useful in some situations, but they should not be your entire rebuilding strategy. 

Your own primary accounts give you more control over your credit profile. 

Do not open accounts just to create a credit mix 

You do not need to open every type of account to rebuild your credit. 

Applying for accounts you do not need can create: 

• Hard inquiries 
• New-account effects 
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• Additional monthly payments 
• Fees 
• Debt 
• More opportunities for late payments 

Choose accounts based on your budget and goals not simply because someone says you need a certain number of 
accounts. 

Secured credit cards 
A secured credit card usually requires a refundable deposit that becomes the credit limit or helps secure the account. 

For example, a $300 deposit may support a $300 credit limit. 

A secured card may be useful because: 

• It may be easier to qualify for 
• The limit can help control spending 
• It may report monthly 
• It can help establish payment history 
• Some cards may later graduate to unsecured status 

Before applying, review: 

• Annual fee 
• Interest rate 
• Deposit requirement 
• Credit limit 
• Reporting practices 
• Whether the issuer reports to all three major bureaus 
• Upgrade or graduation terms 
• Late fees 
• Foreign-transaction fees 
• Application requirements 

A secured card is still a credit card. You must make payments on time. 

Credit-builder loans 
A credit-builder loan is structured differently from a traditional loan. 

The lender may place the borrowed funds in a savings account or certificate while you make payments. After the 
required payments are completed, the funds may be released to you, minus applicable fees or interest. 

A credit-builder loan may help establish installment-payment history if the lender reports the account. 

Before applying, ask: 

• Does the company report to all three major bureaus? 
• What is the total cost? 
• What is the monthly payment? 
• When will the money be released? 
• What happens if you miss a payment? 
• Are there early-termination fees? 
• Is the account reported as an installment loan? 

Do not take out a credit-builder loan if the payment does not fit your budget. 
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Retail and starter accounts 
Some retail cards or starter cards may be easier to qualify for than traditional credit cards. 

They may help build credit if: 

• The account reports to consumer reporting companies 
• You use it responsibly 
• You pay on time 
• You keep the balance low 
• The fees and interest are reasonable 

Do not open an account solely because the approval standard is low. Review the terms before applying. 

Choose accounts that report 
An account cannot help build your credit history if the company does not report the account to the consumer 
reporting companies you need. 

Before applying, confirm: 

• Which bureaus receive reports 
• How often information is reported 
• Whether the account reports positive and negative payment history 
• When the account begins reporting 
• Whether the company reports only after a certain period 

Do not rely only on advertising language such as “build credit.” Verify the reporting details in the account 
agreement or by asking the company directly. 

Start with an amount you can manage 
The goal is not to open as many accounts as possible. 

Start with an account you can manage without: 

• Borrowing money from someone else 
• Missing other bills 
• Using one card to pay another 
• Carrying a balance you cannot afford 
• Paying unnecessary fees 
• Creating financial stress 

A smaller account managed well is more useful than several accounts that become late. 

Use the account regularly but carefully 
You do not have to make large purchases to build credit. 

You may use the account for a small, planned expense such as: 

• Gas 
• Groceries 
• A subscription 
• A utility bill 
• A household item 

Only charge what you can afford to pay. 



No part of this eBook may be copied, reproduced, distributed, resold, or transmitted without written 
permission from the copyright owner, except for brief quotations used for review or reference. 
© 2026 Nalo Ventures Group | All rights reserved. 
 

The purpose is to create a positive payment pattern not to create debt. 

Pay before the due date 
Always pay at least the required amount by the due date. 

If possible, pay the full statement balance to avoid interest. Paying the balance in full is not required for an account 
to report positive payment history, but carrying a balance can become expensive. 

Set up: 

• Autopay for at least the minimum payment 
• Payment reminders 
• Calendar alerts 
• A weekly balance check 
• A separate account for scheduled payments 

Autopay is a backup system, not a reason to stop reviewing your account. 

Keep utilization low 

Your reported balance can affect your credit score even when you pay on time. 

For example, if your card has a $500 limit and reports a $250 balance, the reported utilization is 50%. 

Many people rebuilding their credit try to keep reported utilization below 10%, and some aim below 5% before 
applying for important credit. 

Do not spend money you do not have simply to create a low balance. 

Understand statement dates 

The due date is the date the payment must be received to avoid being late. 

The statement closing date is when the billing cycle ends and the statement balance is calculated. 

A card issuer may report the balance around the statement closing date. 

You may lower the balance before the statement closes and still make the required payment by the due date. 

Check your card agreement because dates and reporting practices vary. 

Do not apply for too many accounts 
Each application may create a hard inquiry. 

Multiple applications can also create: 

• Several new accounts 
• Several new minimum payments 
• A shorter average age of accounts 
• Higher risk of missed payments 
• More temptation to overspend 

Apply only when the account fits your plan. 

Monitor your new accounts 
After opening a primary account, confirm that: 

• The account appears on your reports 
• Your name is correct 
• The balance is accurate 
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• The credit limit is accurate 
• Payments are reported correctly 
• The account is not duplicated 
• No unauthorized charges appear 

A new account may take time to appear. If it does not report after the company’s expected reporting period, contact 
the lender. 

Keep older accounts open carefully 
Closing an account may reduce your total available credit and increase your utilization ratio. 

However, you do not need to keep an account open if it has: 

• Expensive fees 
• Unmanageable terms 
• Fraud concerns 
• A balance you cannot control 
• Conditions that create financial harm 

Consider the full situation before closing an older account. 

Chapter 16 takeaway 
Primary accounts can help you build credit that you control. 

Focus on: 

• Opening only accounts you can manage 
• Choosing accounts that report 
• Paying on time 
• Keeping balances low 
• Avoiding unnecessary applications 
• Monitoring your reports 
• Building a consistent history 

The goal is not to collect accounts. The goal is to manage a small number of accounts responsibly over time. 
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Chapter 17 

Utilization, Payments, and Credit-Score Management 
After opening primary accounts, the way you manage them matters. 

Two of the most important habits are: 

• Paying on time 
• Keeping revolving-credit balances under control 

These habits can help you build a stronger credit profile over time. 

What is credit utilization? 
Credit utilization is the percentage of your available revolving credit being used. 

The basic calculation is: 

Reported balance ÷ credit limit × 100 = utilization percentage 

Example: 

• Credit limit: $1,000 
• Reported balance: $200 
• Utilization: 20% 

Utilization can be calculated for each card and across all revolving accounts. 

Individual and overall utilization 
You may have: 

• Individual-card utilization 
• Overall utilization 

Example: 

Card Limit Balance Individual Utilization 

Card 1 $500 $50 10% 

Card 2 $1,000 $100 10% 

Your overall limit is $1,500, and your total balance is $150. Your overall utilization is also 10%. 

One card with a very high balance can affect your profile even if the overall utilization appears low. 

Why reported balances matter 
The balance shown on your credit report may not be the same as your current balance. 

Credit-card companies often report information around the statement closing date. 

That means you may: 

• Pay on time 
• Avoid a late payment 
• Still have a high balance reported 
• See your score change when the next balance is reported 

Paying before the statement closes may reduce the balance that appears on the report. 
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Due date versus statement closing date 
The payment due date is the date your payment must be received according to the account terms. 

The statement closing date is when the billing cycle ends and the statement balance is calculated. 

These dates are different. 

A good payment system may include: 

• Paying before the statement closes to control reported utilization 
• Paying at least the required amount by the due date 
• Paying the full statement balance when possible 
• Confirming that payments posted successfully 

Check your account agreement because reporting practices may vary. 

The importance of on-time payments 
Payment history is one of the most important parts of many credit-scoring models. 

A late payment may affect your credit profile for years. The impact may depend on: 

• How late the payment was 
• How recently it occurred 
• How often you were late 
• Whether multiple accounts were affected 
• Whether the account went to collections or charge-off 

The best strategy is to prevent new late payments. 

Minimum payment versus full payment 
The minimum payment is the smallest amount required to keep the account from being considered late. 

Paying only the minimum may keep the account current, but it may: 

• Increase interest costs 
• Keep the balance high 
• Take longer to pay off 
• Keep utilization elevated 
• Make the account harder to manage 

Paying the statement balance in full may help you avoid interest on purchases if your account has a grace period and 
you follow the account terms. 

Do not pay more than you can afford just to create a lower balance. 

Build a payment system 
Choose a system you can follow consistently. 

Options may include: 

• Autopay for at least the minimum payment 
• Manual payments before the statement closes 
• Calendar reminders 
• Text alerts 
• Email alerts 
• Weekly account reviews 
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• A separate bill-payment account 
• A written payment calendar 

Autopay can protect you from forgetting a due date, but you should still review the account for fraud, errors, and 
changes in the required payment. 

What to do if you cannot make the payment 
Contact the creditor before the account becomes seriously delinquent. 

Ask about: 

• Payment arrangements 
• Due-date changes 
• Hardship programs 
• Temporary payment options 
• Interest-rate changes 
• Fee waivers 
• Other available assistance 

Do not ignore the account. 

A payment arrangement does not automatically stop credit reporting. Ask the company how the arrangement will 
affect the account and get the terms in writing. 

Managing multiple cards 
If you have multiple revolving accounts: 

• Track every due date 
• Track every statement closing date 
• Know each credit limit 
• Monitor each reported balance 
• Avoid using one card to pay another 
• Keep a separate payment plan for each card 
• Review every statement 

A simple tracker can include: 

Card Credit Limit Current Balance Statement Date Due Date Planned Payment 

Credit-limit increases 
A credit-limit increase may reduce utilization if your spending remains the same. 

For example: 

• Balance: $300 
• Original limit: $1,000 
• Utilization: 30% 

If the limit increases to $2,000 and the balance remains $300, utilization becomes 15%. 

However, a higher limit can create a temptation to spend more. Ask whether the increase requires a hard inquiry and 
review the terms before accepting it. 

Do not close accounts automatically 

Closing a credit card may reduce your available credit and increase your overall utilization. 



No part of this eBook may be copied, reproduced, distributed, resold, or transmitted without written 
permission from the copyright owner, except for brief quotations used for review or reference. 
© 2026 Nalo Ventures Group | All rights reserved. 
 

However, keeping an account open may not be beneficial if: 

• It charges expensive fees 
• It is difficult to manage 
• It creates spending problems 
• The account has been compromised 
• The terms are unfavorable 

Consider both your financial situation and your credit profile before closing the account. 

Track your reported balances 
Your current balance, statement balance, and reported balance may differ. 

Review your credit reports regularly and record: 

• When the account updated 
• The balance reported 
• The credit limit reported 
• Whether the payment was reported on time 
• Whether the account status is correct 

If the reported balance or payment history is inaccurate, dispute the specific error with the credit bureau and the 
furnisher. 

Avoid unnecessary applications 

Applying for several accounts at once may create: 

• Multiple hard inquiries 
• Multiple new accounts 
• Several minimum payments 
• Higher risk of overspending 
• A shorter average age of accounts 

Do not apply for new credit every time you receive an offer. Apply when the account serves a clear purpose and fits 
your budget. 

Before a major application 

If you plan to apply for a car loan, mortgage, apartment, or important credit account: 

• Review all three credit reports 
• Dispute errors early 
• Pay down revolving balances 
• Avoid unnecessary applications 
• Confirm your income documents 
• Check for identity-theft concerns 
• Make sure reports are not frozen if the lender needs access 
• Keep cash available for deposits, fees, or reserves 

Do not make large financial changes immediately before applying without understanding how they may affect your 
profile. 

Chapter 17 takeaway 
Credit-score management is mostly about consistency. 
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Focus on: 

• On-time payments 
• Low reported utilization under 5% if you can 
• Regular account reviews 
• A manageable number of accounts 
• Careful applications 
• Immediate action when problems arise 

Keeping utilization under a certain percentage may help, but no percentage guarantees a specific score or approval. 
The goal is to use credit responsibly and maintain a payment history that strengthens over time. 
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Chapter 18 

Applying for Credit Strategically 
Rebuilding your credit does not mean applying for every account that approves you. 

Every application should have a purpose. Applying strategically can help you avoid unnecessary inquiries, new 
debt, fees, and payments you cannot manage. 

Before applying, check your reports 
Review: 

• Equifax 
• Experian 
• TransUnion 
• Specialty reports connected to the application 
• Recent inquiries 
• Account balances 
• Payment history 
• Personal information 
• Credit freezes or fraud alerts 

Correct errors before applying when possible. A lender may make a decision based on information that is different 
from the score you see in an app. 

Check whether the application uses a hard inquiry 
A hard inquiry may occur when a company reviews your credit for a new account. 

A soft inquiry may occur when: 

• You check your own credit 
• A company prequalifies you 
• An existing creditor reviews your account 
• A company sends a promotional offer 

Ask whether a prequalification process uses a soft inquiry. Prequalification does not guarantee approval, but it may 
help you compare options before submitting a full application. 

Read the terms before applying 
Review: 

• Annual fee 
• Interest rate 
• Credit limit 
• Minimum payment 
• Late fees 
• Foreign-transaction fees 
• Balance-transfer fees 
• Cash-advance fees 
• Promotional terms 
• Deposit requirements 
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• Rewards conditions 
• Reporting practices 

Do not focus only on approval. An account with expensive fees or terms you cannot manage may create a new 
problem. 

Apply for one account at a time 
Avoid submitting several applications simply because you want to see what approves you. 

Multiple applications can create: 

• Multiple hard inquiries 
• Several new accounts 
• More minimum payments 
• More temptation to spend 
• Higher risk of late payments 
• A shorter average age of accounts 

Give yourself time to review the new account before applying for another one. 

Know your approval goal 
Before applying, identify what you are trying to accomplish. 

Your goal may be: 

• Establishing your first primary account 
• Replacing a secured card 
• Increasing available credit 
• Financing a vehicle 
• Applying for housing 
• Obtaining a mortgage 
• Getting a business-related account 
• Reducing interest costs 
• Rebuilding after negative information 

The right timing and account type may be different for each goal. 

Applying for credit cards 
Before applying for a credit card: 

• Check the stated qualification range 
• Review the fees 
• Confirm whether it reports to the major bureaus 
• Check whether the issuer allows prequalification 
• Avoid applying for several cards on the same day 
• Make sure you can manage the payment 
• Understand the credit limit and interest rate 

Do not apply based solely on an advertisement saying you are “preapproved.” Read the offer carefully and verify 
whether the application will result in a hard inquiry. 

Applying for an auto loan 
Before applying for an auto loan: 
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• Review your credit reports 
• Check your budget 
• Estimate the full payment 
• Include insurance, taxes, maintenance, and fuel 
• Obtain financing information before visiting the dealership when possible 
• Compare interest rates 
• Avoid choosing a vehicle based only on the monthly payment 
• Review the loan term 
• Check for add-ons and fees 

A longer loan term may lower the monthly payment but increase the total cost. 

Some credit-scoring models may group multiple auto-loan inquiries made within a shopping period, but the exact 
treatment depends on the scoring model and timing. Do not assume every inquiry will be treated the same. 

Applying for housing 
Landlords may review: 

• Credit reports 
• Tenant-screening reports 
• Eviction records 
• Rental history 
• Income 
• Employment 
• Criminal-background information 
• Risk scores 
• Debt-to-income information 

Before applying, ask the property manager: 

• Which screening company will be used? 
• What income requirement applies? 
• Is a credit score required? 
• Are collections considered? 
• Are evictions considered? 
• Is there a minimum rental history requirement? 
• What deposits may apply? 
• Will the application create a hard inquiry? 

If your application is denied or approved with higher costs because of a report, request the adverse-action notice and 
the report used. 

Applying for a mortgage 
Mortgage applications involve more than a credit score. 

Lenders may review: 

• Income 
• Employment 
• Debt 
• Payment history 
• Bank statements 
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• Assets 
• Down payment 
• Credit history 
• Property information 
• Loan type 

Avoid opening new credit or taking on major debt while preparing for a mortgage unless your lender understands 
and approves the decision. 

Do not move large amounts of money between accounts without keeping documentation. Your lender may ask you 
to explain deposits or transfers. 

Applying when your reports are frozen 
If your credit reports are frozen, the lender may not be able to access them. 

Before applying: 

1. Ask which bureau or specialty reporting company will be used. 

2. Temporarily lift the freeze or provide access. 

3. Confirm the freeze was lifted correctly. 

4. Allow the lender time to complete the review. 

5. Reinstate the freeze afterward if you want continued protection. 

Lifting a freeze with one bureau does not automatically lift it with the others. 

Applying after a dispute 
A dispute may temporarily affect how a lender views your report. 

While an investigation is pending: 

• The disputed information may still appear 
• Some scoring systems may treat the account differently 
• A lender may delay the application 
• A lender may ask for additional documentation 
• The result may not be completed before your application deadline 

If you are preparing for an important application, dispute errors as early as possible. 

Do not apply based on a score alone 
A credit score is only one part of an application. 

A lender may also consider: 

• Income 
• Employment 
• Debt-to-income ratio 
• Down payment 
• Length of employment 
• Account history 
• Recent inquiries 
• Existing relationships 
• Assets 
• Loan purpose 
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• Internal approval policies 

A high score does not guarantee approval, and a lower score does not guarantee denial. 

What to do after approval 
After opening a new account: 

• Save the agreement 
• Confirm the due date 
• Record the statement closing date 
• Set up payment reminders 
• Review the interest rate 
• Confirm the credit limit 
• Monitor for unauthorized charges 
• Check that the account reports accurately 
• Avoid using the entire limit 

An approval is only helpful if you can manage the account responsibly. 

What to do after denial 
If you are denied: 

• Read the adverse-action notice 
• Identify the reason for the denial 
• Request the report used when applicable 
• Review the report for errors 
• Avoid immediately applying for several other accounts 
• Address the reason for denial 
• Reevaluate your budget and timing 

A denial is information. Use it to understand what needs attention before your next application. 

Chapter 18 takeaway 
Apply when: 

• The account serves a clear purpose 
• You understand the terms 
• You can afford the payment 
• Your reports are reasonably accurate 
• You are prepared for the inquiry 
• You have reviewed your current debt 
• You are not applying out of desperation 

Strategic applications protect your progress and reduce the risk of creating new financial problems while rebuilding. 
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Chapter 19 

Your 90-Day Credit-Rebuilding Plan 
A credit-rebuilding plan gives you direction and helps you avoid trying to fix everything at once. 

This plan is not a guarantee that your score will increase within 90 days. It is a structured way to review your 
information, address errors, protect your identity, and build better habits. 

Before Day 1: Set up your system 
Create a secure folder for: 

• Credit reports 
• Specialty reports 
• Disputes 
• Identity-theft documents 
• Account statements 
• Payment records 
• Confirmation numbers 
• Investigation results 
• CFPB complaints 
• Court documents 
• Correspondence 

Create a tracking sheet with: 

Issue Company Date Submitted Confirmation Number Follow-Up Date Result 

Write down your starting point: 

• Current credit scores, if available 
• Number of open accounts 
• Total revolving limits 
• Total revolving balances 
• Collections 
• Charge-offs 
• Repossessions 
• Student-loan status 
• Bankruptcy information 
• Eviction or tenant-screening concerns 
• Recent inquiries 
• Identity-theft concerns 

Days 1–7: Gather your information 
During the first week: 

1. Request your Equifax, Experian, and TransUnion reports. 

2. Save complete copies. 

3. Review your personal information. 

4. List every account. 



No part of this eBook may be copied, reproduced, distributed, resold, or transmitted without written 
permission from the copyright owner, except for brief quotations used for review or reference. 
© 2026 Nalo Ventures Group | All rights reserved. 
 

5. Review payment history. 

6. Check collections and charge-offs. 

7. Review inquiries. 

8. Identify accounts you do not recognize. 

9. Request specialty reports connected to your situation. 

10. Check whether your reports need freezes or fraud alerts. 

Do not send disputes before you understand what is being reported. 

Days 8–14: Organize the problems 
Separate the information into categories: 

• Identity theft 
• Incorrect personal information 
• Incorrect balances 
• Incorrect payment history 
• Duplicate accounts 
• Incorrect dates 
• Outdated information 
• Evictions or tenant-screening errors 
• Bankruptcies 
• Repossessions 
• Student-loan errors 
• Collections 
• Unauthorized inquiries 

Create an error log for each issue. 

Prioritize problems that: 

• Do not belong to you 
• Are connected to identity theft 
• Affect housing or banking 
• Have strong supporting documentation 
• Appear on multiple reports 
• Are clearly inaccurate 

Days 15–30: Submit your first disputes 
Submit disputes through the appropriate online portals. 

Depending on the issue, dispute with: 

• Equifax 
• Experian 
• TransUnion 
• The company that furnished the information 
• The specialty reporting company 
• The tenant-screening company 
• The bank or lender 
• The student-loan servicer 
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• The debt collector 

Keep each dispute clear and specific. 

Save: 

• The exact wording submitted 
• Documents uploaded 
• Confirmation number 
• Submission date 
• Expected response date 

Do not submit false or unsupported disputes. 

Days 31–45: Review responses and follow up 
Credit reporting companies generally investigate disputes within the applicable time period and provide results. 

When responses arrive: 

• Read every page 
• Compare the result with your original dispute 
• Check whether the account was corrected 
• Review the updated report 
• Confirm whether the error was removed or changed 
• Identify what remains unresolved 

If the information was not corrected: 

• Review the reason given 
• Gather additional evidence 
• Submit a focused follow-up dispute 
• Contact the furnisher 
• Consider filing a CFPB complaint 
• Seek legal assistance if appropriate 

Do not keep submitting identical disputes without new facts or documentation. 

Days 46–60: Address debts and protect your progress 
During this stage: 

• Respond to collection letters 
• Request validation when appropriate 
• Review old debts before making payments 
• Check for lawsuits 
• Respond to court papers by the deadline 
• Contact student-loan servicers 
• Review repossession balances 
• Address inaccurate eviction information 
• Follow up on identity-theft disputes 
• Maintain fraud alerts or freezes when appropriate 

Do not ignore letters simply because you cannot pay immediately. 

Understanding the issue gives you more options than ignoring it. 
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Days 61–75: Begin or strengthen rebuilding 
If your reports are reasonably accurate, review your rebuilding strategy. 

Consider whether you need: 

• A secured credit card 
• A credit-builder loan 
• Another primary account 
• A payment system 
• Lower revolving balances 
• Fewer applications 
• A due-date change 
• A hardship arrangement 
• A budget adjustment 

Do not open new accounts simply to reach a certain number. 

Choose accounts that: 

• Fit your budget 
• Report to the bureaus you need 
• Have manageable terms 
• Do not create unnecessary fees 
• Can be paid on time 

Days 76–90: Manage and measure 
At the end of the 90 days: 

1. Review your credit reports again. 

2. Compare them with your starting reports. 

3. Confirm which disputes were corrected. 

4. Check whether new accounts are reporting accurately. 

5. Review balances and utilization. 

6. Check for new inquiries. 

7. Confirm that no new fraudulent accounts appeared. 

8. Review your payment history. 

9. Update your error log. 

10. Create your next 90-day plan. 

Measure progress by more than your score. 

Progress may include: 

• Fewer inaccurate accounts 
• Corrected personal information 
• Lower balances 
• No new late payments 
• A successful dispute 
• A payment system that works 
• Better understanding of your reports 
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• Fewer unnecessary applications 
• Protection against new identity theft 
• A clearer plan for collections or lawsuits 

Your weekly maintenance routine 
After the first 90 days, set aside time each week to: 

• Review account alerts 
• Check upcoming due dates 
• Review card balances 
• Look for unauthorized activity 
• Save important correspondence 
• Update your payment tracker 
• Avoid unnecessary applications 

Once a month: 

• Review account statements 
• Check for reporting errors 
• Monitor your credit reports 
• Update your utilization 
• Check specialty reports when necessary 

If your plan does not work perfectly 
Life may interrupt your plan. 

You may experience: 

• A job loss 
• A medical emergency 
• A new collection 
• An unexpected late payment 
• A denied application 
• A report that was not corrected 
• An identity-theft issue 
• A lawsuit 
• A change in income 

Do not abandon the entire plan because one problem occurs. 

Return to the basics: 

1. Review what changed. 

2. Protect your current accounts. 

3. Address the most urgent deadline. 

4. Contact the appropriate company. 

5. Update your records. 

6. Adjust the plan. 
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Chapter 19 takeaway 
The 90-day plan is designed to help you: 

• Understand your reports 
• Identify errors 
• Submit organized disputes 
• Protect your identity 
• Respond to collections 
• Avoid new damage 
• Begin building positive credit 
• Track your progress 

Credit rebuilding is not a one-time event. It is a process of correcting information, making informed decisions, and 
consistently managing your accounts over time. 

Legal Authority and Reference Guide 
The legal authorities below are included so readers can review the laws and official guidance connected to the 
topics in this book. This list is educational, not a substitute for legal advice. Federal law may be supplemented or 
changed by state law, court rules, regulations, and later amendments. 

Fair Credit Reporting Act (FCRA) 
• 15 U.S.C. § 1681b - Permissible purposes for obtaining a consumer report 
• 15 U.S.C. § 1681c - Information that may be included and reporting periods 
• 15 U.S.C. § 1681c-1 - Identity-theft alerts and related protections 
• 15 U.S.C. § 1681c-2 - Blocking information resulting from identity theft 
• 15 U.S.C. § 1681g - Consumer’s right to obtain file information 
• 15 U.S.C. § 1681i - Procedure for disputed accuracy of report information 
• 15 U.S.C. § 1681j - Free disclosures in specified circumstances 
• 15 U.S.C. § 1681m - Adverse actions based on consumer reports 
• 15 U.S.C. § 1681s-2 - Responsibilities of furnishers of information 
• 15 U.S.C. §§ 1681n-1681o - Civil liability for certain violations 

Fair Debt Collection Practices Act (FDCPA) 
• 15 U.S.C. §§ 1692-1692p - Federal debt-collection protections 
• 15 U.S.C. § 1692d - Harassment or abuse 
• 15 U.S.C. § 1692e - False or misleading representations 
• 15 U.S.C. § 1692f - Unfair or unconscionable collection practices 
• 15 U.S.C. § 1692g - Validation of debts 
• 15 U.S.C. § 1692k - Civil liability for certain violations 

Other legal areas discussed 
• Title 11 of the United States Code - Bankruptcy law 
• U.C.C. §§ 9-609 through 9-611 - Repossession, disposition of collateral, and related notices; state adoption and 

modifications control 
• Higher Education Act and federal student-loan regulations - Federal student-loan servicing, repayment, 

rehabilitation, consolidation, discharge, and reporting issues 
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• State landlord-tenant, eviction, sealing, expungement, judgment, repossession, debt-collection, and consumer-
protection laws - Requirements and remedies vary by state 

Official references 
• Consumer Financial Protection Bureau - consumerfinance.gov 
• Federal Trade Commission - ftc.gov and IdentityTheft.gov 
• AnnualCreditReport.com - annualcreditreport.com 
• Federal Student Aid - StudentAid.gov 
• United States Code - uscode.house.gov 
• United States Courts - uscourts.gov 
• State court, attorney general, consumer-protection, and financial-regulator websites 
• Official websites for Equifax, Experian, TransUnion, ChexSystems, Early Warning Services, Innovis, 

LexisNexis, NCTUE, and tenant-screening companies 

Before using any law, deadline, address, or dispute procedure, confirm the current information through the official 
source. Company procedures and laws can change. 


